Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies
Volume 33

Article 21

2020

Volume 33, Full Contents
JHCS Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs

Recommended Citation
Staff, JHCS (2020) "Volume 33, Full Contents," Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies: Vol. 33, Article 21.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.7825/2164-6279.1780

The Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies is a publication of the Society for Hindu-Christian Studies. The digital
version is made available by Digital Commons @ Butler University. For questions about the Journal or the Society,
please contact cbauman@butler.edu. For more information about Digital Commons @ Butler University, please
contact digitalscholarship@butler.edu.

Staff: Volume 33, Full Contents

JOURNAL OF

HINDU-CHRISTIAN
STUDIES
VOLUME 33, 2020
GOPAL GUPTA, Editor’s Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 1
Theme 1 Articles: Society for Hindu-Christian Studies’
“Statement on Racism, Casteism, and Religious Chauvinism.”................................................................ 4
FRANCIS X. CLOONEY, S. J., What is the Distinctive Contribution that the Society for
Hindu-Christian Studies Can Make in Facing Up to the Problems before India and the West? ......................... 6
LAURIE L. PATTON, Lamentation and Restoration ......................................................................................... 8
RITA D. SHERMA, Healing and Hope in a Time of COVID-19, Climate Calamity,
and Broken Communities .................................................................................................................................. 10
CLAIRE C. ROBISON, Global Resonances of the Black Lives Matter Movement ............................................. 13
Theme 2 Articles: Intersection of Hindu-Christian Comparative Theology and Religious Pluralism
REID B. LOCKLIN, “Polyhedral Pluralism”: Pope Francis, Deep Pluralists and the
Practice of Hindu-Christian Studies ................................................................................................................. 15
KALPESH BHATT, Experiential Depth: Understanding a Hindu-Muslim
Relationship through a Trinitarian Theology of Religions ............................................................................... 27
Other Articles:
AKSHAY GUPTA, Re-envisioning a Caitanya Vaiṣṇava ‘Perfect Being Theology’
and Demonstrating Its Theodical Implications via the ‘Goodness Criterion’ ................................................ 42
SHASHANK RAO, An Asian-American Reads the Īśavāsya Upaniṣad:
First Steps Toward a Hindu Diaspora Theology of Liberation ...................................................................... 53
JAEGIL LEE, The Influence of Swami Satyananda’s Meditation on John Main’s
Christian Meditation ..................................................................................................................................... 62
RONALD V. HUGGINS, On the Secondary Nature of Kaṁsa’s ‘Masacre of the
Innocents’ in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa ............................................................................................................. 76
2020 Annual Meeting Sessions ............................................................................................................................... 91
Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020

1

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 33 [2020], Art. 21

Book Reviews:
Meaning and Method in Comparative Theology.
By Catherine Cornille.
Review by Daniel Soars .............................................................................................................. 94
Learning from Other Religious Traditions: Leaving Room for Holy Envy.
Edited by Hans Gustafson.
Review by Erik Ranstrom ........................................................................................................... 96
Reading the Hindu and Christian Classics: Why and How Deep Learning Still Matters.
By Francis X. Clooney, S.J.
Review by Andrew J. Nicholson ................................................................................................ 98
Raimon Panikkar: A Companion to His Life and Thought.
Edited by Peter C. Phan and Young-chan Ro.
Review by Michael Barnes, S.J................................................................................................. 100
Refutation of Rebirth by Roberto de Nobili, SJ.
Edited and translated by Anand Amaladass, S.J.
Review by Francis X. Clooney, S.J. .......................................................................................... 103
In Dialogue with Classical Indian Traditions: Encounter, Transformation and Interpretation.
Edited by Brian Black and Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad.
Review by Reid B. Locklin ........................................................................................................ 105

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1780

2

Staff: Volume 33, Full Contents

EDITOR:

Gopal K. Gupta
University of Evansville
Department of Philosophy and Religion
1800 Lincoln Ave.
Evansville, IN 47722
email: journalhcs@gmail.com
Phone: 812-488-2588

INTERNET EDITION EDITOR:

Chad Bauman
Bulter University
4600 Sunset Avenue
Indianapolis, IN 46208
email: cbauman@bulter.edu

Book Review Editor: Daniel Soars, Eton College
Production Assistant: Cheryl A. Reed, University of Notre Dame
EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD

John Carman

Harvard Divinity School

Klaus Klostermaier

Harvard Divinity School

Julius Lipner

Francis X. Clooney, S.J.
Harold Coward

University of Victoria

J. T. K. Daniel

Serampore College

Corinne Dempsey

Nazareth College

Gavin Flood

Oxford Centre for Hindu Studies

Eliza Kent

Skidmore College

University of Manitoba
University of Cambridge

Rachel McDermott
Barnard College

Anantanand Rambachan
St. Olaf College

Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad
Lancaster University

Richard Fox Young

Princeton Theological Seminary

EDITORIAL POLICY

The Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies is an annual scholarly journal published jointly at the University of Notre Dame and at the
Institute of Philosophy and Culture, Madras, India. It is the official publication of the Society for Hindu-Christian Studies.
The aim of the Journal is to create a worldwide forum for the presentation of Hindu-Christian scholarly studies, book reviews,
and news of past and upcoming events. Materials selected for publication will be balanced between historical research and
contemporary practice and, where possible, will employ analytical and theoretical analysis set within the context of our shared
contemporary experience. Contributions are invited and may be addressed to the Editor. Articles of roughly 4000 words are preferred,
though occasionally longer pieces will be published. Send manuscript in paper form as well as on diskette. A style sheet is available
on request. The Journal adopts a policy of non-gender-specific language where applicable. All articles are subject to review before
acceptance and may be edited in the course of publication.
SUBSCRIPTION INFORMATION
An annual subscription is included with membership in the Society for Hindu-Christian Studies. For membership rates see
https://shop.nd.edu/C21688_ustores/web/product_detail.jsp?PRODUCTID=2964&SINGLESTORE=true. Subscriptions to the journal
(digital only/digital + print) are $25/$35 for non-Indian institutions; free/$20 for Indian institutions; $10/20 for individuals outside
of India; and free/$15 for individuals in India. Single copies of back issues are $15. No other currencies can be accepted. To subscribe
or become a member, visit www.hcstudies.org. The Journal is indexed in the ATLA Religion Database, published by the American
Theological Library Association.

JOURNAL OF HINDU-CHRISTIAN STUDIES
2020 Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020

ISSN 0844-4587

3

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 33 [2020], Art. 21

Editor’s Introduction
Gopal Gupta
University of Evansville
Greetings All,
I wish you a blessed Thanksgiving and a happy
Diwali.
I am delighted to inform you that Volume 33
of the Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies is
available online (digitalcommons.butler.edu/
jhcs/vol32/iss1/). Due to the COVID-19
situation, we will not be able to print or mail
hard-copies of this volume immediately, but
they will be made available in due course.
There have been sweeping protests in the
United States and the world in the wake of the
recent police murder of George Floyd. In this
moment of crisis, the leadership of the Society
for Hindu-Christian Studies could not remain
silent. On June 12th, 2020, the Society released a
statement wholeheartedly supporting our
African-American brothers and sisters as they
seek justice against the racist polices that
continue to oppress them and to redouble our
efforts against all forms of oppression—racism,
casteism, and religious chauvinism—in ways
appropriate to an academic society. This volume
begins with this statement and features four
insightful reflections by Frank Clooney, Laurie
Patton, Rita Sherma and Claire Robison. These
essays take this statement to heart and raise
pertinent questions.
Two articles presented in this volume are
expansions of the papers delivered at a panel at
the annual meeting of the Society for Hindu-

Christian Studies in November of 2019. The
theme of that panel was to discuss the
intersection of Hindu-Christian comparative
theology and religious pluralism, and it was the
cause of a lively discussion at our meeting.
In the first paper, Reid B. Locklin explores
Pope Francis’s call for the cultivation of a
“healthy pluralism” that resists liberal tolerance
and embraces authentic difference. He proposes
that Francis offers a practical, political vision of
“reconciled diversity” and “polyhedral” unity
that resonates fruitfully with the “deep
pluralism” of William Connolly, particularly in
the latter’s strategic decision to locate the
“depth” of one’s pluralism less in philosophical
or theological principles than in character,
disposition and embodied habit. As a distinctive
form of such deep pluralism, Locklin argues
Pope Francis’s vision of “polyhedral pluralism”
can offer a useful framework for engaging the
legacy of founding figures of Hindu-Christian
Studies, such as Swami Vivekananda, as well as
contested questions of religious conversion. It
also recommends a distinctive approach to the
discipline itself, one that advances a pluralist
agenda through practices of respectful, unitive
struggle, rather than through the formulation of
grand theories.
The second paper, by Kalpesh Bhatt,
examines the role profound spiritual
experiences can have in deepening religious
pluralism, encouraging mutual understanding,

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies 33 (2020): 1-3
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2 Gopal Gupta
and developing harmonious relations with
religious others. Taking seriously the religious
and spiritual experiences people report, Bhatt
argues that such an experiential depth helps
overcome external divisions through internal
reflections. As a case study, he explores a HinduMuslim relationship between Pramukh Swami
Maharaj, a Hindu monastic-guru, and Dr. APJ
Abdul Kalam, a devout practicing Muslim,
through S. Mark Heim’s trinitarian theology of
religions. Building on this comparative
theological study, he shows that experiential
depth attained and maintained through close
relationships and open dialogue fosters
energetic engagement with religious diversity.
In the third paper, Akshay Gupta examines
aspects of a Caitanya Vaiṣṇava theological
framework that can be conceptualized in
conversation with Christian theological
counterparts.
By illustrating certain parities between the
theological frameworks of Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism
and Christianity, Gupta aims to pave the way for
further comparative theological dialogue
between these two religious traditions. He
proposes that Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism’s theological
framework enables the tradition to become a
suitable dialogical partner to Christianity in
comparative theodicy and can be helpful for
refining the comparative theodical exchanges
between Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism and Christianity.
The fourth paper by Shashank Rao examines
selected verses from the Īśavāsya Upaniṣad and
aims to locate the theology of Advaita Vedānta
in Hindu-American and Asian-American
contexts. Rao puts the works of Anantanand
Rambachan, Peter Phan and James Cone into
conversation in order to refine our
understanding of liberation theology and to
dialogue with Christianity. Rao feels both tasks

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020

are important first steps in developing a Hindu
diaspora theology of liberation.
In the fifth paper, JaeGil Lee explores Hindu
Swami Satyananda’s influence on John Main’s
Christian Meditation. Main claimed The
Conferences of John Cassian as the primary source
of Christian Meditation. Through a comparative
analysis, this paper examines the writings of
Main in relation to both The Conferences and
Satyananda’s meditation and general Hindu
mantra meditation. The comparative study
reveals certain differences between Main’s and
Cassian’s contemplative prayer forms. By
showing the parallels and correspondences
between a Hindu mantra meditation taught by
Satyananda and Christian Meditation, this paper
claims the latter to be a product of interreligious
dialogue/practice—a creative integration of
Christian contemplative prayer and Hindu
mantra meditation, rather than simply a
discovery of a lost contemplative practice,
rooted in the Christian mystical tradition. It
illuminates John Main’s role as a pioneer of
Christian-Hindu dialogue at the level of
religious experience and practice.
In the sixth paper, Ronald Huggins argues
that the Herod-like “massacre of the innocents”
of infants up to ten days old contemplated by
Kaṁsa and his ministers in the Bhāgavata
Purāṇa book 10, is not, as Ramakrishna Gopal
Bhandarker and other early Indologists
suggested, due to the influence of Christianity.
Rather, it is most likely a later embellishment on
the developing story of Kaṁsa’s consultation
with his ministers. Huggins believes that the
story of Kaṁsa’s consultation with his ministers
originally arose as a response to the goddess
telling him that his killer had already been born,
a detail not present in certain early accounts. It
may have also served in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa
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as a plot-enhancement innovation extending
the shadow of Kaṁsa’s menacing presence over
the entire period of Kṛṣṇa’s youth.
This issue of the JHCS welcomes its new
book review editor, Daniel J. Soars. Soars teaches
at the Divinity Department at Eton College. He
completed his PhD in Comparative Theology at
the University of Cambridge in 2019. His thesis,
entitled ‘Beyond the Dualism of Creature and
Creator’ is a Hindu-Christian comparative

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1780

enquiry into the distinctive relation between
the world and God, with a particular focus on the
work of Sara Grant and the earlier Calcutta
School, and their attempts to bring Thomism
into conversation with Advaita Vedānta. In this
volume, you will also find reviews of six new
books in the area of Hindu-Christian Studies.
Gopal Gupta
University of Evansville
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Statement on Racism, Casteism,
and Religious Chauvinism
“One should never do to another what one
regards as injurious to oneself. This, in brief, is
the law of dharma.”
~Mahabharata XVIII.113.8
“Do to others as you would have them do to
you.”
~Bible, Luke 6:31
THE recent police murder of George Floyd has
precipitated sweeping protests in the United
States and, in fact, the world. Such activities
against racism by Black Lives Matter and other
organizations represent just responses to a
fundamentally unjust and longstanding state of
affairs. In this moment of crisis, the leadership
of the Society for Hindu-Christian Studies could
not remain silent. We wholeheartedly support
our African-American brothers and sisters as
they seek justice against the racist polices that
continue to oppress them.
For a quarter of a century, the Society for
Hindu-Christian Studies has dedicated itself to
the fruitful examination of Hinduism and
Christianity in a spirit of openness, respect, and
honest inquiry. As our Statement of Purpose
plainly states, “our membership includes
Christians interested in the study of Hinduism,
Hindus interested in the study of Christianity,
and scholars—Hindu, Christian, and other—
interested in the historical and contemporary
interactions of Hinduism and Christianity.” At
the same time, we acknowledge the power
imbalances existing in the interactions between
Hindus and Christians, in the past and present.

Furthermore, injustice occurs not simply
between traditions, but within them, and not
only in North America, where racism and
bigotry continue, but also in South Asia, where
casteism and bigotry continue. Finally, and just
as importantly, we must acknowledge that
scholars, including those of our Society, are
being harassed and silenced by powerful forces
who believe that any academic study of religious
traditions and communities constitutes an
attack on their own. Such a stance is contrary to
free inquiry and to the pursuit of truth in its
many manifestations. This, too, our Society
cannot abide. As an organization whose
membership straddles continents, we must
identify and seek to overcome racism, casteism,
and religious chauvinism in ways appropriate to
an academic society.
Thus, given the current context, we here
commit to redouble our efforts against all forms
of oppression. We shall do this by a critical and
moral self-reflexive examination of our
membership and our intellectual work, looking
within and without. We shall challenge
ourselves to involve greater participation and
representation that is diverse in terms of
religion, race, ethnicity, gender, caste, and
creed. Programmatically we shall prioritize
sponsoring panels (at the Annual Meeting of the
American Academy of Religion) and essays (in
the Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies) examining
minority Hindu and Christian communities and
the processes of oppression. We shall strive to
examine religiously sanctioned violence, Dalit
and SC/ST struggles of emancipation, and the

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies 33 (2020): 4-5
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Statement on Racism, Casteism, and Religious Chauvinism 5
nefarious effects of systems that dominate and
do violence to vulnerable persons and
communities. We shall also continue to selfcritically appraise the ongoing influence of
racism, casteism, and religious chauvinism in
Hindu-Christian studies. And we shall do all this
while drawing on the guidance of the

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1780

accumulated wisdom and ethical resources of
Hindu and Christian traditions. We call on all
people of good will to join us in our efforts.
Society for Hindu-Christian Studies Officers and
Board of Directors
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What is the Distinctive Contribution that the Society for
Hindu-Christian Studies Can Make in Facing Up to the
Problems before India and the West?
Francis X. Clooney, S.J.
THE Board of the Society for Hindu-Christian
Studies has offered a statement on Racism,
Casteism, and Religious Chauvinism that
manages to say a great deal in fewer than 500
words. It expresses solidarity with AfricanAmericans after the horrific murder of George
Floyd, a human tragedy which also shed harsh
new light on systemic racism in the United
States. It admits the endemic bias that continues
to poison life in the United States and India,
infecting our work too. On a different note, it
points also to bigotry against scholars who
bravely speak the truth of traditions. Still closer
to home it acknowledges that even in H-C
studies there is a power imbalance "in the
interactions between Hindus and Christians,"
not only in the past but now too. The murder of
Mr. Floyd, surely noticed more attentively
during this time of global pandemic, has thus
instigated the Society to expose the entangled

evils that begin in the sin of racism and extend
far more widely in every direction.
The resolves too are laudable: critical and
moral reflection on how we do our work;
diversification of the program at the annual
meeting and in the journal with sensitivity to
religion, race, ethnicity, gender, caste, and
creed; giving priority to panels and essays that
attend to minority Hindu and Christian
communities and probe the mechanisms of
oppression that distort the field of HinduChristian studies. It may be a consolation that
the Board statement resonates with similar
statements by other learned societies and
universities and colleges everywhere. Most of us
will be dealing with the same and similar
challenges in many other venues, too.
I laud all of this, though with some
trepidation. None of these issues is new, and we
have talked about them before and put together

Francis X. Clooney, S.J., joined the Harvard Divinity School faculty in 2005. He is Parkman Professor of
Divinity and Professor of Comparative Theology. After earning his doctorate in South Asian languages
and civilizations (University of Chicago, 1984), he taught at Boston College for 21 years before coming
to Harvard. Clooney is the author of numerous articles and books. Recent books include Reading the
Hindu and Christian Classics: Why and How It Matters (University of Virginia Press, 2019) and Western
Jesuit Scholars in India: Tracing Their Paths, Reassessing Their Goals (Brill, 2020). Forthcoming is a new
translation of the Hindu theologian Ramanuja's Manual of Daily Worship (Nityagrantham), in the
International Journal of Hindu Studies.

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies 33 (2020): 6-7
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What is the Distinctive Contribution that the Society for Hindu-Christian Studies 7
very fine programs dedicated to rectifying how
we think about such matters. We have a lot of
work to do, to make real our high ideals in a
Society that has from the start struggled to have
parity even among Hindus and Christians, and
all the more so regarding race and inequality of
all kinds. And what is it that we can do, that
other societies cannot do so easily?
I am therefore most intrigued by the
statement's closing commitment to face the
challenges and make a difference "while
drawing on the guidance of the accumulated
wisdom and ethical resources of Hindu and
Christian traditions." What affords us
distinctive space is our double grounding - in
Hindu and Christian wisdom and ethical
resources as interpreted by Hindus and
Christians, in India and in the West, in
disciplines such as philosophy and theology
alongside history, the social sciences and
ethnography. We rightly pride ourselves on
knowing the past and present of Hindu and
Christian traditions and their interrelationship.
This means that we can and should work in
two ways. First, we need to re-read our
traditions in light of the crises that plague us
today, reviewing the past with an attentive but
critical eye. In the face of the glaring injustices
that horrify us right now in India and in the
West, in cultures defined by Christianity or by
Hinduism, we need interrogate the sources for

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
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the seeds of our current problems, biases
evident and hidden in sources all the way back
to the beginning. With Hindu eyes on Christian
sources, and Christian eyes on Hindu sources,
our assessments will be all the more honest and
powerful.
Second, we need to critique the present
moment with a fuller knowledge of our religious
pasts. The present may be read as a kind of
rebuke to the past: the sins of the parents on the
heads of the children. But the past may also be
rebuking us for neglecting its treasures,
scripture and tradition, practice and experience.
Too often we have paid our traditions lip
service, praising and blaming them without
really taking the time to study them carefully
and then see the 2151 century in light of
wisdoms old and new. If we were better
informed, as we certainly can be, we might be
better disciplined, more detached, more able to
see through the passions of our moment in
history, and less inclined to allow the present
moment to objectify the past for its own
purposes.
Critique the Hindu and Christian pasts in
light of the glaring needs of the 21st century.
Critique the 21st century by the high standards
of our ancestors. This seems to be very
important work, and just the kind of work our
Society can undertake in its next 25 years.
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Lamentation and Restoration
Laurie L. Patton
IN the light of the murder of George Floyd,
Ahmed Aubury, Breonna Taylor, and others, I
note the Society for Hindu-Christian Studies’
call to “a critical and moral self-reflexive
examination of our membership and our
intellectual work, looking within and without.”
This seemed a particularly appropriate phrase
for me to respond to, because I am the “other”
of the SHCS’ membership list “Hindu, Christian,
and other” – an Indologist who shares a textual
journey with scholars of Hinduism and
Christianity, but whose faith orientation is
Jewish and Buddhist. As such I am a fellow
traveler, and yet not fully ensconced in either
Christian or Hindu traditions. In that sense, I am
looking both “within and without.” So I think it
is worth pondering, what would such a critical
and moral self-reflexive examination look like,
and how would it be different from other forms
of critical examination that we do every day as
scholars?
My first thought is, in the wake of current
events that critical examination might include
mourning and lamentation. The funeral of
George Floyd was a moving experience for our
nation and the world, and the words of Floyd’s
family held up the possibilities of healing. Their
words included both lamentation and a longing

for something different. The Hebrew Bible—also
embraced by the Christian tradition—expresses
the art of lamentation—of losing God, of feeling
deserted by God, and of railing against God’s
absence. The Jewish liturgy performs the
Amidah—which includes a prayer of mourning,
and of loss, on a daily basis. The Vedic tradition
also has forms of unfulfilled longing—in the
angst of the poet praising Agni, the fire god, who
feels that his words will not be good enough, and
in the poet and sage Vasishtha’s anxiety that
Varuna has judged him harshly and deserted
him. These too were prescribed by the late Vedic
text, the Rg Vidhana, to be recited when one had
lost one’s way.
Both Vedic and Hebrew Bible traditions
prescribe daily, regular, acts of mourning. And
yet today, in the harsh glare of renewed antiblack violence in our country, we confront in
genteel ways questions from white citizens like,
“When are we going to stop talking about race?”
The collective answer might be, “Never.” There
is an obligation to narrate harm and loss that
both Jewish and Hindu traditions express—
narrate those stories as a form of healing, and a
prelude to the hope that perhaps, someday,
there could also be a song of celebration. The
Mahabharata, in my view, is one such poem of

Laurie L. Patton is Professor of Religion and President of Middlebury. She is the author or editor of 10
scholarly books and 61 articles on early Indian religion, women and Sanskrit, and the public study of
religion (most recently: Who Owns Religion: Scholars and Their Publics in the Late 20th Century, University of
Chicago Press, 2019). She is also the author of three books of poetry (White Cloud Press, Station Hill Press)
and translator of the Bhagavad Gita for Penguin Classics Series.
Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies 33 (2020): 8-9
Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020
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Lamentation and Restoration 9
loss—whether you interpret it as a pyrrhic
victory, or as a long poem of regret, or a
meditation on the cost of victory. It is complex,
dark, and intriguingly post-modern, yes; but it is
also one that invites us, episode by episode, to
consider the cost of violence of one people
against another. It also has hints of the
possibility of liberation—in the experience of
Ekalavya, or Karna, whose rejection by social
norms shape their lives and give them purpose.
So, too, in the Hebrew Bible, we find figures such
as the prophet Jeremiah, sitting by the city
gates, undone by loss, particularly the loss of his
vision of a just and good people. His life, too, is
shaped by the disappearance of fairness and
decency in the people of Israel.
In many ways, we have begun to do this
work. Much of post-colonial scholarship focuses
on exposing such oppression. Yet this fact leads
to my second response to the question, “What
would such reflection look like, both within and
without?” While the substance of our work
might have shifted, much of our scholarly
practices remain rooted in reproducing the
same patterns of silencing oppression. We exist,

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
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frequently, in a hierarchy without purpose, a
hierarchy of harm. What if we used our
collective sense of mourning—a deep sense of
what intellectual and cultural resources we all
have lost as a result of racism—to begin to heal
our fields and sub-fields? What if creating more
access and opportunities for people of color was
not just an obligation, but a form of restoration?
Then our mourning would create
mindfulness and intention to heal. Then
Ekalavya would be not just an object of study
(and yes, there are critiques of his behavior,
too), but also an inspiration in his own right: his
resolute will, his refusal of Drona’s refusal to
teach him because he was an Adivasi, his
courage and faithfulness to learning. With such
mindfulness about our own scholarly structures,
we would ask ourselves, every day, “How are we
inadvertently remaining Dronas—whether it be
caste, race, gender, disability, or some other
form of forgetting the human?” And then our
critical reflection would begin with: “How can
we learn what Ekalavya and others have to teach
us instead?”
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Healing and Hope in a Time of COVID-19, Climate
Calamity, and Broken Communities
Rita D. Sherma
ON May 25, 2020, George Floyd died while
undergoing arrest, during which Minneapolis
police officer Derek Chauvin kneeled on his neck
for 8 minutes and 46 seconds. Since then,
protests have erupted in countless cities
worldwide and in every state and territory of
the United States, and in Washington, D.C. The
protests have continued for four months as of
this writing. Internationally, the protests began
in solidarity with those in the US who were
demonstrating against police violence. But they
soon began to evolve into marches for justice in
relation to particular issues of freedom from
oppression faced by the peoples of diverse
nations.
The protests asked for justice in the case of
law enforcement interaction and use of force in
encounters with black and brown persons;
demilitarization of municipal police forces; and
restorative justice for black communities. It
reminded America and the world of the history
not only of slavery, but of the indentured labor

and
the
economic
and
political
disenfranchisement that was Jim Crow. It
brought awareness to almost a century of
lynching of black men and women—the horrific
legacy of extra-judicial killings. It taught a
stunned populace about the economic and social
success of Greenwood, a historic freedom colony
in Tulsa, Oklahoma, known as Black Wall Street,
which was completely destroyed in the Tulsa
massacre of 1921, when hundreds of black
residents were killed, many were injured, and
thousands were left homeless as thirty blocks
were burned to the ground by vigilantes. One of
the worst riots in US history, it was ignited by a
rumor that a black young man had raped a white
woman. In the wake of the 2020 protests, black
intellectuals such as Ta-Nehisi Paul Coates and
Dr. Ibram X. Kendi called for restorative justice.
While the nation was still paying attention,
awareness grew about the historic and
contemporary mass suffering and ethnic
cleansing of indigenous nations across vast

Rita D. Sherma holds a PhD in Theology & Ethics, and an MA in Women’s Studies in Religion from
Claremont Graduate University. She is Chair of the Theology & Ethics Department; Director of GTU’s
Shingal Center for Dharma Studies, and Professor & Core Doctoral Faculty, at the Graduate Theological
Union (GTU), Berkeley. She is the founding Co-Chair of the Sustainability 360 Initiative at GTU Berkeley,
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territories of the Americas. And the plight of
captured undocumented children and adults
terrified the imagination of many. As protests
continued, violence broke out between
supremacist groups and protesters; between
police and rioters and looters; between groups
of justice seekers and domestic groups of justice
deniers; unnamed federal law enforcement
officers in unmarked vehicles and those seeking
to exercise their right of dissent. Many
businesses remained shuttered and boarded
across the nation.
If all of the above occurred in any other
country, the world would watch in sadness and
anger and, perhaps, some nations would try to
send aid or attempt diplomatic interventions.
But this took place in the United States of
America, and the world experienced whiplash as
it turned to watch in shock and horror. When a
great power becomes unstable, all that depends
on it becomes unbalanced and unsecured.
Dependence seems like danger in a doomsday
scenario.
In June 2020, Prof. Kerry San Chirico, in his
capacity as President of the Society for Hindu
Christian Studies (SHCS) posted a public
statement, agreed upon and contributed to by
members of the Society. The statement
acknowledged the urgency of action: “George
Floyd has precipitated sweeping protests in the
United States and, in fact, the world…” and made
a commitment to undertake efforts to “involve
greater participation and representation that is
diverse in terms of religion, race, ethnicity,
gender, caste, and creed…. At the same time, we
acknowledge the power imbalances existing in
the interactions between Hindus and Christians,
in the past and present. Thus, given the current
context, we here commit to redouble our efforts
against all forms of oppression. We shall do this
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by a critical and moral self-reflexive
examination of our membership and our
intellectual work, looking within and without.”
I commend the SHCS and its president for the
statement of solidarity with the marginalized.
However, beyond the critical need for
justice highlighted by the events of 2020, the
year has also brought us the worst global
pandemic in a century—which had already been
raging for several months by the time the
protests were ignited by the death of Floyd. The
pandemic brought a skewed curve of suffering
and increased mortality in black and brown
patients and offered economic devastation in its
wake which has more strongly impacted those
on the margins of the economy. In addition, the
immediacy of climate calamity became
undeniable in 2020. Thus far, we have witnessed
the first double hurricanes in the Gulf of Mexico;
unprecedented wildfires that rendered large
swathes of the West Coast of the US as charred
wreckage; and Super Cyclone Amphan in Bengal
and Bangladesh. We need to look at challenges
beyond the symptomatic or even systematic. We
must examine the interrelationships between
social
oppression,
climate
injustice,
environmental racism, zoonotic viruses, and
catastrophic climate change. All of these form a
network of interconnected subjugations that cannot
be resolved without a complete reversal of our
extreme malrelationship with the ecosystems of the
biosphere of which we are only one part.
Increasingly, contemporary scholars of
religious studies, philosophers of religion, and
theologians have articulated the ways in which
religious
thought
and
practice
can
reconceptualize our relationship with each
other and the earth’s life support systems. In the
meantime, religious groups across the globe
have begun to work to develop forward-leaning
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initiatives that support the wellbeing of
communities. As religions become increasingly
engaged with the problems of a degraded earth,
the academic study of religion has not only to
keep pace with such issues, but critically assess
the impact of religion on best practices, or lack
thereof, during a global pandemic. As scholars of
Hindu and Christian traditions—two ancient
traditions with strong resources for ethics and
reflection—it behooves us to go deeper and
explore how these resources may be applied
towards the amelioration of the network of
trauma that now reigns supreme.
Black Lives Matter (BLM), joined by allies
including Latinx, indigenous communities,
LGBTQI persons, those with disabilities, and
justice-seekers in the U.S. and throughout the
world, have not only focused attention on social
and economic injustice. They have questioned
everything
considered normative. The
worldviews, religious perspectives, rituals, and
embodied praxes of socially disadvantaged or
culturally disenfranchised peoples—which have

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020

historically been viewed as sites of inferiority
and alienated otherness by power hegemonies—
are now, instead, being foregrounded as sources
of valid, and important epistemic experience.
The denial of the validity of the embodied
epistemologies of non-hegemonic cultures,
persons, and species is the denial of sentient
experience. It is, indeed, the denial of life itself.
Such denial leads easily and dangerously to the
diminution of the right to life and liberty of
sentient beings—human and other than human.
Finally, in the struggle to make the world whole
again, we cannot underestimate the power of
contemplative activism either for the public
scholar or for advocates working against
incalculable and heart-wrenching challenges.
Here again, the two traditions that we study
have a plethora of contemplative practices and
principles to repair a broken spirit, to restore
hope. It is time for a deeper study. It is time to
illuminate the resources within the traditions
that can and do bring healing and wholeness
into these troubled times and minds.
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Global Resonances of the Black
Lives Matter Movement
Claire C. Robison
THE 2020 Black Lives Matter protests in
response to the murder of George Floyd—and
relatedly, Ahmaud Arbery and Breonna Taylor—
ignited a powerful wave of protests across large
cities and small towns throughout the US. This
brought to a confluence widespread outrage
over another instance of violence against a Black
man by state forces and the underlying,
structural racism that enables these acts to
occur with chilling frequency. In one sense, this
is a uniquely American conversation, grounded
in the country’s history of slavery, Jim Crow
laws, and myriad racial inequalities in access to
housing, quality of healthcare, and education
among other markers of economic and social
attainment. However, many Americans looked
on in amazement as an image of George Floyd
was painted on the wall separating Israel from
the occupied West Bank in Bethlehem, and as
Syrian artists Aziz Asmar and Anis Hamdoun
painted Floyd’s likeness on a lone remaining
pillar of a building destroyed by aerial bombing

in Idlib, along with the messages of “No to
Racism” and “I Can’t Breathe.” Statements
highlighting “Black Lives Matter” and Floyd’s
last words appeared on placards from Madrid to
Pretoria to Rio de Janeiro. In each of these
contexts, the specificity of George Floyd’s unjust
death and its legibility within the particular
structure of systemic racism within the US was
mapped onto a protest of local structures of
oppression.
Racism, casteism, and local religious
chauvinisms all stem from different historical
circumstances and have forged distinct unequal
relationships. However, as highlighted in the
“Statement on Racism, Casteism, and Religious
Chauvinism” issued by the Society for HinduChristian Studies, people around the world are
making connections between these different
structures of oppression. This speaks of
widespread frustration and exhaustion with
forms of state violence that are perpetuated in
everyday life. Also, compellingly, the sparks lit
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by protests against Floyd’s murder convey a
shared inspiration to harness the power of
outrage against US police violence toward Black
Americans to myriad local attempts to overturn
historic and contemporary systems of
oppression. This has stretched from calls in the
UK for a reckoning with Britain's colonial past
and role in Transatlantic slavery. That
culminated, in one instance, with the toppling a
statue of Edward Colston, which was thrown
into the Bristol Harbor to the sound of joyous
cheering from the interracial crowd lining its
banks. In another focused act of dissent in
Antwerp, Belgium, led by Belgians of Congolese
descent, Belgium's colonial atrocities under
Leopold II were scorned. A statue of him was
daubed symbolically with red paint and later
removed from its pedestal. Aboriginal
protestors joined the crowd in Sydney,
Australia,
highlighting
their
historic
marginalization
from
the
country’s
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development. At the same time, signs against
police brutality were photographed at protests
in Tunis and Istanbul, while protests in Balkan
and Eastern European countries highlighted the
experiences of Roma and refugees. And
prominent voices in Indian media linked the
systemic racism and police violence in the US to
local acts of violence suffered by Muslim, Dalit,
and SC/ST individuals—all in the hope that the
BLM protests will also provide an opening to
address local structures of oppression. These
powerful connections being made in
international protests are echoed in this letter. I
deeply hope that such transnational resonances
will lead to greater justice and respect for those
who see themselves reflected in the image of
George Floyd and the brutality that he
experienced at the hands of someone who was
supposed to represent the protection of his own
government.
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“Polyhedral Pluralism”: Pope Francis, Deep Pluralists
and the Practice of Hindu-Christian Studies
Reid B. Locklin
Abstract: Early in his pontificate, in the apostolic
exhortation “The Joy of the Gospel” (Evangelii
Gaudium), Pope Francis called for the cultivation
of a “healthy pluralism” that resists liberal
tolerance and embraces authentic difference (EV
#255). What kind of pluralism does Pope Francis
intend? In this essay, I propose that Francis
offers a practical, political vision of “reconciled
diversity” (#230) and “polyhedral” unity (#236)
that resonates fruitfully with the “deep
pluralism” of William Connolly, particularly in
the latter’s strategic decision to locate the
“depth” of one’s pluralism less in philosophical
or theological principles than in character,
disposition and embodied habit. As a distinctive
form of such deep pluralism, Pope Francis’s
vision of “polyhedral pluralism” can offer a
useful framework for engaging the legacy of
founding figures of Hindu-Christian Studies,
such as Swami Vivekananda, as well as contested
questions of religious conversion. It also
recommends a distinctive approach to the
discipline itself, one that advances a pluralist
agenda through practices of respectful, unitive
struggle, rather than through the formulation of
grand theories.

A couple of years ago, a quotation from the
newly elected pope of the Catholic Church, Pope
Francis, began circulating on Facebook and
other social media platforms. In it, the pope
makes a dramatic, radically egalitarian claim
about religious truth, proclaiming that:
. . . because Muslims, Hindus and African
Animists are also made in the very likeness
and image of God, to hate them is to hate
God! To reject them to is to reject God and
the Gospel of Christ. Whether we worship at
a church, a synagogue, a mosque or a
mandir, it does not matter. Whether we call
God Jesus, Adonai, Allah or Krishna, we all
worship the same God of love. This truth is
self-evident to all who have love and
humility in their heart! 1
This is in many ways a lovely affirmation of
religious pluralism, and one that might
transform relations between Hinduism and
Christianity, were it true that the leader of the
largest Christian tradition in the world had said
it.
He did not say it, of course. The news story
was a hoax. 2
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The confusion of those who circulated this
false quotation is, to some extent,
understandable. Pope Francis does sometimes
talk in a way that suggests that he embraces
some form of theological pluralism. Prior to
leaving for an apostolic journey to Thailand in
November 2019, for example, he tweeted that,
“When Christians and Buddhists have the
opportunity to appreciate and esteem one
another, in spite of our differences, we offer the
world a word of hope that can encourage and
support those who are wounded by division.” 3
Several years earlier, in a 2016 address to a
group gathered in Rome from his native
Argentina, he proclaimed that interreligious
dialogue “is founded on one’s identity and on
mutual trust, which is born when we are able to
recognize the other as a gift of God and accept
that [the other also] has something to say to us.
The other has something to communicate.” 4 In
his programmatic 2013 apostolic exhortation,
Evangelii Gaudium, Francis also called for the
cultivation of a “healthy pluralism” that resists
liberal tolerance and embraces authentic
difference. 5 Finally, and perhaps most
dramatically, in 2019 he co-signed with the
Grand Imam of Al-Azhar a statement that
includes an affirmation that “The pluralism and
the diversity of religions, colour, sex, race and
language are willed by God in His wisdom,
through which He created human beings.” 6
On the other hand, Pope Francis can also be
styled as a kind of conservative. He comfortably
evokes the Devil in his preaching, he insists on
fidelity to Catholic teaching, his teaching
consistently focuses on the uniqueness and
universality of salvation in Christ, and he
actively promotes evangelical work. 7 Indeed,
Evangelii Gaudium translates into English as “the
joy of the gospel,” and the Apostolic Exhortation
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placed the Church’s missionary witness at the
very center of Christians’ shared life. Here, Pope
Francis exhorts Catholics and other Christians to
proclaim their faith as a counter-witness against
“relativistic subjectivism.” 8 Elsewhere, he even
encourages them to share the good news
“without fear of pluralism.” 9
So, it would seem, Pope Francis has complex
views on religious pluralism. Pluralism
represents a potential obstacle to Christian
evangelism, and any form of pluralistic
relativism stands under the judgement of the
gospel. At the same time, there is also another
kind of pluralism that is good—and which
Christians are obliged not only to accept, but
actively to promote. It is not enough, then, to
ask whether or not Pope Francis can be
characterised as a religious pluralist. One has
also to ask: what kind of pluralist is he? The
answer to this question will at least potentially
have consequences for those who are engaged in
the pursuit of interreligious learning, including
in a field such as Hindu-Christian Studies.
One way to approach the question of Pope
Francis’ pluralism would be to contextualize his
position against the historical evolution of
Catholic teaching on religious diversity in the
modern period, including above all the Vatican
II declaration Nostra Aetate (1965) and its creative
and sometimes radical extension by Pope Saint
John Paul II (1978-2005). 10 In this essay, I propose
to take a more ahistorical, schematic approach,
focused on the very definition of “pluralism” as
a theological concept. I have recourse for this
purpose to two books published in 2005: David
Ray Griffin’s Deep Religious Pluralism and William
E. Connolly’s Pluralism. Usefully for my analysis,
both advocate what they call “deep pluralism”;
yet, each of them accounts for what makes his
brand of pluralism “deep” quite differently. For
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Griffin, the test of a true pluralism is found in
one’s philosophical or theological principles,
whereas Connelly—and, I will argue, Pope
Francis—places stronger emphasis on questions
of character, disposition and embodied habit. In
a first section, I develop this contrast between
these two versions of the deep pluralist
hypothesis. Then, from this analysis, I return to
Pope Francis’s Evangelii Gaudium to develop what
I will label his “polyhedral pluralism,” an
approach to religious diversity that celebrates
difference in lived experiences of personal
encounter and actively resists diluting or
domesticating such difference in one or another
metaphysical system. In the final section, I
speculate briefly about what such a perspective
on pluralism might mean for the scholarly
practice of Hindu-Christian Studies.
Pluralisms—Shallow and Deep
In the classic formulation of Alan Race,
“pluralism” represents one of three basic
options for addressing religious diversity in the
Christian tradition, along with the more
conservative options of exclusivism and
inclusivism. 11 Since Race first published his
typology, of course, each of these categories
have been further subdivided, new ones—such
as “particularism” or “open exclusivism”—
proposed, and the threefold schema itself
periodically dismissed as inadequate.12 For
David Ray Griffin, as one important voice in this
wider conversation, it is most critical to take
note of a wide, categorical division within the
broad ambit of theological pluralism. Some
forms of pluralism, he suggests, are shallow or
superficial; others are deep. Thus, in two
introductory chapters of his edited collection,
Deep Religious Pluralism, Griffin lays out a
Christian philosophical and theological case for
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accepting the plurality of religions as an
expression of the deep structure of the created
order—the “deep pluralism” of his volume’s
title. Any authentic embrace of plurality, he
contends, entails first and foremost a “rejection
of Christian absolutism, the idea that
Christianity is the absolute religion, the sole
vehicle of divine salvation.” 13 That is, it requires
rejection of exclusivism and inclusivism, in
Race’s formulation. But this is only an initial
step.
Among those philosophers and theologians
who embrace the metaphysical self-abnegation
of religious pluralism, Griffin further
distinguishes
between
“identist”
or
“superficial” pluralists and “differential”
pluralists. The former position all religions in
relation to the same religious object and goal,
whereas the latter argue “that religions promote
different ends—different salvations—perhaps by
virtue of being oriented toward different
religious objects.” 14 These latter, differential
theorists alone qualify as “deep pluralists,”15 and
Griffin offers the Whiteheadian process
theology of John Cobb as his primary illustrative
example. 16
As a political scientist rather than a
theologian, William Connelly approaches the
question of deep pluralism rather differently
from David Ray Griffin, and he engages different
conversation partners. Like Griffin, Connelly is
concerned to avoid any absolutist faith or
philosophy—what he calls “universalism” or
“Bellicose Unitarianism”—as well as a pure
relativism that divests religious commitments of
their specificity and significance. 17 Whereas
Griffin, following Cobb, appeals to a
metaphysical distinction between God and
creativity to thread this needle, 18 Connelly
distinguishes between the diverse creeds that
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persons hold and the “sensibility that colors how
that creed is expressed and portrayed to
others.” 19 To cultivate such a sensibility, he
suggests, persons and communities are required
to recognize that there are multiple “dimensions
or types of legitimate diversity” in public life, to
cultivate “elements of dissonance or mystery
within a faith,” and to foster what he calls
“secondary practices of relational modesty.” 20
The result is an “ethos” or “culture” of “deep
pluralism,” that is, “a culture in which people
honor different existential faiths and final
sources of morality.” 21 Connelly also refers to
this as a “bicameral orientation” which upholds
both a distinctive creed and a modest, relational
mode of advancing that creed in the public
sphere. 22
These short summaries obviously do not do
Griffin and Connelly’s proposals on “deep
pluralism” full justice. Nevertheless, presuming
I have not badly distorted their positions, it
should be obvious that they share many of the
same basic objectives, while also differing
profoundly in some basic assumptions. It might
be tempting to conclude that they are simply
speaking about the same thing in the idioms of
different disciplines—philosophical theology
and political science, respectively. However, I
suggest that they offer specifically different
accounts of what constitutes the “depth”
dimension of the “deep pluralism” that both
equally advocate.
In the first of his chapters, for example,
Griffin notes that the move to pluralism has
various exigences, including sociological,
theological and ethical concerns. But the most
fundamental shift is “ontological,” and he
devotes much more time and attention to
metaphysical questions. 23 Connelly, for his part,
devotes a full chapter to the pluralist cosmology
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of William James, which might suggest a similar
judgement. 24 Yet, in Connelly’s analysis, what
qualifies James as a “deep” pluralist of the type
Connelly advocates does not actually follow
from the metaphysical system he constructs. It
originates in something much more
fundamental: that is, James’ personal disposition
of “relational modesty” in advancing his
proposal. James, Connelly writes, “joins a
rigorous defense of his philosophy to modesty
about its status.” 25 The depth of this pluralism is
most securely located in the personal
disposition of the creed-holder, not in the
description, defense or details of the creed itself.
It is thus compatible with many such creeds,
philosophies, ideologies, or metaphysical
proposals.
Read structurally, then, Griffin’s pluralism
places highest value on what I will call “depthof-description,” whereas Connelly’s pluralism
positions all descriptive claims at a more
superficial level, relative to a more fundamental
“depth-of-disposition.” The first presumes that
the most fundamental, motivating dimensions
of human life are the ontological judgements we
make about what is true. The other recognizes
that human beings do make such judgements,
and indeed that we must do so. But it also
contends that, performatively, beneath every
such metaphysical judgement is a living,
breathing person who may or may not possess a
pluralistic sensibility, a person whose life habits
are or are not conducive to negotiating complex
terrains of substantive religious difference. It is
this disposition, and not the particulars of creed
or system, that is most likely to support and
creatively to engage diversity as an
interpersonal reality.
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“Polyhedral Pluralism” in the Teaching of Pope
Francis
The distinction between “depth-ofdescription”
and
“depth-of-disposition”
versions of the deep pluralist hypothesis help
bring into clearer focus the different
interpretive judgements of David Ray Griffin
and William Connelly. In this section, I would
like to suggest that the distinction may also
assist in making sense of the specific, somewhat
idiosyncratic pluralism advocated by Pope
Francis. At a descriptive level, at least arguably,
Francis is not a pluralist in any respect. He freely
universalizes the truth of God’s incarnation in
Christ as the embodiment of mercy for all
humankind, 26 and he insists that this gospel
must be continually preached “to those who do
not know Jesus Christ or who have always rejected
him.” 27 In Griffin’s terms, Francis is frankly
universalist, if not absolutist on this score.
Things change, however, if we shift focus
from “depth-of-description” to “depth-ofdisposition.” At a dispositional level, Francis
would seem to advocate and embody something
close to Connelly’s version of deep pluralism. In
a recent interreligious meeting with youth in
Mozambique, for example, Francis proclaimed
that “all of us are necessary: with our
differences, we are all necessary. Our differences
are necessary.” 28 And, in Evangelii Gaudium, he
characterizes a “healthy pluralism” as “one
which genuinely respects differences and values
them as such.” 29 In these places and elsewhere,
Pope Francis emphasizes the importance of
human difference—including, it would seem,
religious difference—as a gift of the Holy Spirit,
a resource for mutual enrichment and an
opportunity for authentic encounter.30 His
language evokes something similar to Connelly’s
core civic virtues of “agonistic respect” and
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“critical responsiveness,” 31 imagining the
encounter across difference as a site of
reciprocal witness and peaceful contestation. In
an address to an international peace conference
in Cairo, for example, the pope identified three
fundamental principles of dialogue: “the duty to
respect one’s own identity and that of others, the
courage to accept differences, and sincerity of
intentions.” “[T]rue dialogue,” he continues in
the same address, “cannot be built on ambiguity
or a willingness to sacrifice some good for the
sake of pleasing others.” 32
On what basis does Pope Francis make such
claims and defend such values? There are, of
course, various ways to approach this
question. 33 One useful locus of enquiry is a series
of four heuristic principles he enumerates in
Evangelii Gaudium for building a culture of peace:
1) “Time is greater than space”; 2) “Unity
prevails over conflict”; 3) “Realities are more
important than ideas”; and 4) “The whole is
greater than the part.” 34
According to Francis, “time” refers to “the
horizon which constantly opens before us,”
whereas “space” conveys a sense of “enclosure”
and possession. 35 So when he proposes that
“time is greater than space,” he evokes a
disposition of radical openness, aimed at
initiating ever-new processes of engagement
and transformation that may or may not bear
immediate fruit, rather than attempting to
possess spaces, or to define and delimit certain
outcomes. 36 The principle that “realities are
more important than ideas” similarly inveighs
against the limiting power of abstract concepts
and mere systems of thought—which he
enumerates as “ahistorical fundamentalism,
ethical systems bereft of kindness, intellectual
discourse bereft of wisdom,” “ineffectual forms
of idealism and nominalism,” and political
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programmes that are “stuck in the realm of pure
ideas.” 37 Here we witness something not far
from a specific rejection of the priority placed by
a philosopher like David Ray Griffin on
judgements of metaphysical truth. Ideas
certainly have their place, Pope Francis
suggests, but Christian convictions that the
“word became flesh” reveals that concepts too
must “take flesh” in “works of justice and
charity” to “make that word fruitful.” 38
The heuristic principles that “time is greater
than space” and “realities are greater than
ideas” highlight the virtues of openness and
creative action against the inevitable human
tendency to conserve, delimit and define, and
thus to take possession of what properly belongs
to God. The remaining two principles offer
visions of what may be possible through such
creative openness. According to the principle
that “unity prevails over conflict,” Francis
suggests that we can and should overcome the
limitations of closed horizons to seek “new and
promising” syntheses and a “reconciled
diversity” that seeks unity in renewed
relationships rather than formal agreement. 39
Finally, when he insists that “the whole is
greater than the part”—or even, he will clarify,
greater than “the sum of its parts”—the pope
draws a metaphorical contrast between the
sphere, which obliterates difference, and “the
polyhedron, which reflects the convergence of
all its parts, each of which preserves its
distinctiveness.” 40 Francis’s position might be
described as a “polyhedral pluralism,” one that
valorizes diversity at the concrete level of action
and affect. This pluralism, like that of William
Connelly, seeks a “depth of disposition” rather
than a “depth of description,” sharply
subordinating metaphysical systems of all kinds
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to ongoing practices of relational engagement,
reconciliation and creative action.
In the Cairo address noted above, Pope
Francis draws on the land of Egypt and the Sinai
covenant as suitable symbols for his distinctive,
differentiated vision of pluralism and
encounter:
In Egypt, not only did the sun of wisdom rise,
but also the variegated light of the religions
shone in this land. Here, down the centuries,
differences of religion constituted ‘a form of
mutual enrichment in the service of the one
national community.’ Different faiths met
and a variety of cultures blended without
being confused, while acknowledging the
importance of working together for the
common good. Such ‘covenants’ are urgently
needed today. 41
The language of “variegated light” and
“covenants”—the latter carefully rendered in
the plural—both evoke the “polyhedral”
character of Francis’s approach to cultural and
religious diversity. Difference is neither ignored,
nor dissolved, nor rationalized away by recourse
to one or another philosophical or theological
system. Instead, Francis insists, it must be
engaged directly, to foster “mutual enrichment”
and to pursue the shared, relational ideal of the
common good.
Deep Pluralism and the Practice of HinduChristian Studies
In the previous section, I have tried to
develop Pope Francis’s approach to religious
diversity as a particular form of the “deep
pluralism” advocated by Griffin and especially
Connelly, a “polyhedral pluralism” that
functions at the level of personal disposition,
sensibility, or ethos rather than at the level of
theory. Not only does Francis not propose a
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theoretical account of relational pluralism; he
commends a kind of scepticism or modesty
toward theorization itself. What matters is
pluralism in ethics and action, not in systems or
theories. The lived reality of human persons, in
their uniqueness, their manifold differences and
their shared capacity for transformative
encounter, claims absolute priority. 42
What consequences might such a vision of
pluralism hold for the practice of HinduChristian studies? Obviously, it must first be
recognized that some interlocutors may find the
more dispositional approaches of William
Connelly and Pope Francis philosophically or
theologically inadequate. Other interpreters of
Pope Francis, such as Stephen B. Roberts, also
question whether it is so easy to insulate one’s
theological convictions from the challenges a
truly open, pluralistic disposition will inevitably
raise. 43 In either case, perhaps, the best strategy
might simply be to seek more fertile soil.
If, on the other hand, one grants the
“polyhedral pluralism” of Pope Francis at least
provisional value, then this would seem to open
some new avenues of enquiry and provide
additional support to existing proposals. Here, I
limit myself here to three possibilities.
First of all, principles like “realities are
greater than ideas” and “the whole is greater
than the part” and also “the sum of its parts”
suggest a path to revisit the historical legacy of
those scholars and religious leaders of previous
generations whose vision opened space for our
field. Consider, for example, the Advaitin
missionary, Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902). In
recent years, scholars have challenged several
elements of the received image of Vivekananda,
raising questions about his religious
nationalism, 44 the precise relation between his
views and those of his master, Śri Ramakrishna
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(1836-1886), 45 and whether his much-vaunted
pluralism actually amounts to a Hindu variant of
universalist inclusivism. 46 Setting Vivekananda
in parallel with a figure like Pope Francis,
however, it might become possible to recognize
the vital importance of such historical and
philosophical engagements with Vivekananda’s
life and legacy without also diminishing his
significance as an icon of pluralism and HinduChristian
encounter.
The
depth
of
Vivekananda’s pluralism will be found, on this
reading, not primarily in the theological
consistency of individual speeches and writings,
but in his consistent willingness to engage in an
agonistic, constructive engagement across
boundaries of religious difference.
One element of this engagement was
Vivekananda’s
criticism
of
Christian
missionaries and his frequent exhortations for
Hindus to “conquer” the world with their
spirituality. 47 That is, Vivekananda engaged
religious difference, at least in part, by entering
into contested questions of mission and
conversion. 48 On one side of this controversy,
Hindu critics such as Swami Dayananda
Saraswati (1930-2015) have drawn a sharp
contrast between Christianity and Hinduism as
“missionary” and “non-missionary” religions,
respectively, accusing the former of “spiritual
violence.” 49 On the other side, some Christian
theologians have argued for a strict equivalence
between proselytism and conversion in
Christianity, in the Sangh Parivar and even in
global organizations like Vivekananda’s
Ramakrishna movement. 50 The two sides appear
to be at an impasse, and in many cases the socalled “conversion controversy” turns on
particular, contested judgements about
traditions themselves. Is Hinduism inherently
tolerant, as its advocates claim, or is it a source
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of oppression for Dalits and Ādivāsis attracted to
Christian faith? Is Christianity a tool of Western
imperialism, as its critics allege, or has it
provided new, indigenous spaces for persons
and communities tor exert their agency and to
express the distinctness of their identities?
For those of us who do scholarly work in this
area, or those who are (like the present author)
deeply informed by those who do, the answer to
these questions may simply be, “yes, Hinduism
and Christianity are all of those things, and
more.” However, as a second possibility, the
pluralisms of Connelly and Francis would also
seem to commend a shift of emphasis, from
definitional questions to relational ones, and
from a focus on the intrinsic character of
Christianity or Hinduism to those lived practices
of engagement shaped by particular Hindus and
particular Christians—sometimes at great risk to
themselves, their communities or their
reputations—when the matter of religious
difference matters for questions of law, justice
and public order. Such a practice can take the
form of clarifying the two traditions’ competing
claims, as Ankur Barua does in his Debating
‘Conversion’ in Hinduism and Christianity, 51 or it
may involve proposing new ways to understand
missionary activity, as we find in the work of the
Jesuit theologian Michael Amaladoss and the
Hindu philosopher Arvind Sharma. 52
None of these studies exist in a vacuum, and
in the case of the conversion controversy in
India, it is impossible to avoid the grim legacy of
European
colonialism
and
Western
neocolonialism, on the one hand, and the rise
and
current
supremacy
of
Hindu
majoritarianism in the Bharatiya Janata Party,
on the other. 53 In this context it is hard to
imagine any vision of pluralism—much less one
proposed by the highest authority of the
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Catholic Church—making a significant impact.
Yet, it is still possible for interpreters to seek out
those persons and movements on the ground
that already embody the kind of disposition or
sensibility envisioned by Francis or Connelly in
their life and work. Such exemplars as
Mohandas K. Gandhi and Swami Vivekananda, as
already noted, recommend themselves for
renewed inquiry, particularly in light of their
ambivalent relationships with contemporary
Hindu nationalism. In recognition of his very
recent passing, however, I would draw attention
here to the case of Swami Agnivesh (1939-2020).
As president of the World Council of Arya Samaj
for a decade, Agnivesh spoke from a place of
religious specificity—even, some might argue,
Hindu militancy. Nevertheless, in his public life,
the specificity of his religious commitments did
not prevent him from advocating strongly on
behalf of bonded laborers, women and religious
minorities, even in the face of harsh resistance
from some fellow Hindus. The leaders of such
organizations as Sadhana, Hindus for Human
Rights and Agnivesh’s own Bandhua Mukti
Morcha have taken up many of the same causes
in pursuit of justice and religious harmony, in
both India and the United States. 54 They might
thus be said to embody a deep, lived sensibility
of pluralism, on the ground. And Pope Francis’s
principle that “time is greater than space” might
in turn provide some encouragement in the face
of long odds that such activism will bear tangible
social and political fruit, at least in the
foreseeable future.
The two possibilities surveyed so far have to
do with the history of Hindu-Christian Studies
and a particular, controversial area of enquiry.
But I would contend that the “polyhedral
pluralism” of Pope Francis also has
consequences for the scholarly practice of
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Hindu-Christian Studies in the context of the
North American academy, as embodied in this
Society and this journal. In her 2008 book, the
Im-Possibility of Interreligious Dialogue, Catherine
Cornille explores the conditions of the
possibility of authentic dialogue. These
foundations she locates not in a metaphysic of
“differential pluralism,” as David Ray Griffin
might suggest, but in the cultivation of
particular embodied habits or virtues:
“humility,” “commitment,” “interconnection,”
“empathy” and “hospitality.” 55 Just under a
decade later, in his Teape Lectures, Francis X.
Clooney has taken up Cornille’s list of virtues
and added several more, specific to the
engagement of Hinduism and Christianity.
These include: “risk-taking”; “patience with
ambiguity”; a cultivated ability to become
“analogously yet still deeply, an insider in the
other community”; a willingness to accept an
inevitable sense of “marginality” in one’s home
tradition; and, for good measure, those personal
qualities that mark the qualified student
(adhikārin) in the popular Advaita treatise, the
Vivekacuḍāmaṇi. 56 Both lists of virtues suggest
thinking about the practice of Hindu-Christian
Studies precisely as a practice, as a form of
ethical discipline or moral formation. One need
not adopt a particular point of view to engage
this practice fruitfully, but one does have to
become a certain kind of person. Able scholars
of Hindu-Christian studies are, on this reading,
those who can balance the manifold tensions of
commitment and openness, of belonging and
marginality, ambiguity and risk. Such scholars
are called, in other words, to adopt a disposition
or sensibility of deep pluralism, with or without
any substantive change in their intellectual
commitments.
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Conclusion
Catherine Cornille wrote her book five years
before Francis’s election as pope; Francis
Clooney gave his lectures a few years later. Both
are, however, Catholic theologians. So perhaps it
comes as no surprise that they echo key points
of Pope Francis’s vision. Nevertheless, as I hope
I demonstrated in my brief comparison of Griffin
and Connelly, both Cornille and Clooney are also
faced with real choices about whether—and
how—to embrace a pluralistic approach to
questions of diversity and dialogue. They choose
pluralism. But they also, like Francis, choose
emphasize the cultivation of pluralist virtues,
rather than the construction of pluralistic
theories or metaphysical systems. What is
required are pluralistic persons, not pluralist
proposals.
“Any ethical theory,” wrote the great Hindu
philosopher Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan in 1937,
“must be grounded in metaphysics, in a
philosophical conception of the relation
between human conduct and ultimate reality. As
we think ultimate reality to be, so we behave.
Vision and action go together.” 57 Though
Radhakrishnan was enormously wise and right
about many things, in this respect he may have
slightly missed the mark. Ethical theory, as
theory, may well depend on metaphysics. But
out in the world, the motivations behind ethical
behaviour are complex, and persons often
respond to dilemmas instinctively, out of
engrained habit, rather than from one or
another of their philosophical conceptions.58 In
the “deep pluralism” of William Connelly, the
“polyhedral pluralism” of Pope Francis and the
living witness of many Hindus and Christians on
the ground, in India and in North America, we
can see that the most important pluralism is one
that is lived out, in affect and in action—and this
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may be compatible with many different
metaphysics. In our work of comparison and
dialogue, then, we may most fruitfully advance
a pluralist agenda through our embodied

practices of respectful, unitive struggle, rather
than through the formulation of grand
theories. 59
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Experiential Depth: Understanding a Hindu-Muslim
Relationship through a Trinitarian Theology of Religions
Kalpesh Bhatt
Abstract In the wake of the global rise of racism,
populism, and nationalism, engaging with an
array of religious others can be profoundly
challenging. While tolerance is a good beginning
to address the issue, it fails to remove our
stereotypes and misconceptions of one another.
To address the issue, scholars have developed
pluralistic notions to promote the active seeking
of understanding across lines of difference
through dialogue and encounter, criticism and
self-criticism. This article shows how profound
spiritual experiences could deepen one’s
perception of religious pluralism, encourage
mutual understanding, and develop harmonious
relations with religious others. Taking seriously
the religious and spiritual experiences people
report, I argue that such an experiential depth
helps overcome external divisions through
internal reflections. As a case study, I explore a
Hindu-Muslim relationship between Pramukh

Swami Maharaj, a Hindu monastic-guru, and Dr.
APJ Abdul Kalam, a devout practicing Muslim,
through S. Mark Heim’s trinitarian theology of
religions. I particularly compare their cordial
Hindu-Muslim relations with Heim’s theology of
understanding diverse religious traditions
through various dimensions of the triune God.
Building on this comparative theological study,
I show how the experiential depth attained and
maintained through close relationships and
open dialogue could foster energetic
engagement with religious diversity.
“I have vivid memories of my childhood in
Rameswaram, but one memory particularly
stands out, and comes to mind occasionally,”
states Dr. APJ Abdul Kalam, a former President
of India, in his book Transcendence. Beginning
the book with this remembrance, he further
narrates:
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As a ten-year-old boy, I recall seeing three
contrasting personalities meet from time to
time in our home: Pakshi Lakshmana
Shastrigal, the Vedic scholar and head priest
of the famous Rameswaram temple; Rev.
Father Bodal, who built the first church on
Rameswaram Island; and my father, who
was an imam in the mosque. These three
would sit in our courtyard, each with a cup
of tea; and they would discuss and find
solutions to the various problems facing our
community.” 1
In the wake of the global rise of racism,
populism, and nationalism, engaging with an
array of religious others can be profoundly
challenging. In our world of inescapable,
increasing diversity, religious and cultural
heterogeneity has created isolated ghettos with
little or no movement between them,
engendering tensions and confrontations
among various traditions. While tolerance of
religious others is a good beginning to address
the issue, it fails to remove our ignorance,
stereotypes, and misconceptions of one another.
Therefore, scholars of religion, theologians,
philosophers, political theorists, and even
scientists like Kalam have developed pluralistic
notions that actively seek to understand others
across lines of difference. Pluralism does not
require religious people to leave their
commitments and identities behind; instead, it
advocates developing relationships with and
understanding religious others through
“dialogue and encounter, give and take,
criticism and self-criticism.” 2
In this article, I show how profound spiritual
experiences could deepen one’s perception of
religious
pluralism,
encourage
mutual
understanding, and develop harmonious
relations with religious others. Taking seriously
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the religious and spiritual experiences people
report, I argue that such an experiential depth
helps overcome external divisions through
internal reflections. Despite their grounding in
diverse—sometimes conflicting—theological,
philosophical, and ontological systems, such
mystical experiences convey truths and values
to their adherents in a way that potentially blurs
the boundaries between different religious
traditions. As a case study, I explore a HinduMuslim relationship between Pramukh Swami
Maharaj, a Hindu monastic-guru, and Dr. APJ
Abdul Kalam, a devout practicing Muslim,
through S. Mark Heim’s trinitarian theology of
religions. I particularly compare their cordial
Hindu-Muslim relations with Heim’s theology of
understanding diverse religious traditions
through various dimensions of the triune God.
To this end, I use Francis Clooney’s method of
comparative theology to compare two works:
Kalam’s memoir Transcendence: My Spiritual
Experiences with Pramukh Swamiji; and Heim’s
work The Depth of the Riches: A Trinitarian Theology
of Religious Ends. 3
Building on this short comparative
theological study, I show how the experiential
depth attained and maintained through close
interreligious
relationships
and
open
ecumenical dialogue could foster energetic
engagement with diversity. However, I will not
be able to address two aspects related to
religious pluralism: the tension that may arise
from the differences between Hindu and Muslim
theological, soteriological, and ontological
teachings; and what Pramukh Swami learned
and experienced from his conversations with
Kalam. This is primarily because Kalam himself
does not mention these aspects in his book.
Although he often presents Islamic beliefs and
practices correlated with their conversations
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and acknowledges that Pramukh Swami
appreciated them, Kalam does not indicate any
potential tension and instead focuses on
spiritual experiences that rise above religious
commitments.
Pramukh Swami (1921-2016) was the guru of
the
BAPS
Swaminarayan
Sanstha,
a
transnational Hindu organization that has
spread globally in the last four decades and can
be found in contexts ranging from subaltern,
low-caste, low-class communities in rural India
to the second-generation Indian diaspora in
North America. BAPS followers believe that
Pramukh Swami was a manifestation of
Aksharabrahman or Akshardham, the eternal
abode of God—Bhagwan Swaminarayan—and
hence in constant communion with God. 4 “With
over 2,900 centres, 950 sadhus, 55,000 youth
volunteers and millions of followers
worldwide,” 5 Pramukh Swami has been listed
among the “top 20 most influential people” in
the world in the 2002 edition of Guinness World
Records. 6 Dr. Kalam, the eleventh President of
India, was known as the Missile Man of India for
his four-decades-long work as a leading scientist
at the Defence Research and Development
Organisation (DRDO) and Indian Space Research
Organisation (ISRO). Affectionately known as
the People’s President, Kalam was the recipient of
many national and international awards,
including honorary doctorates from forty-eight
universities all over the world and India’s
highest civilian award, the Bharat Ratna. 7
In his last book Transcendence, published just
a month before his death, Kalam narrates how
despite being a proud, devout, practicing
Muslim, he felt he was in perfect harmony and
communion with a Hindu monastic-guru
Pramukh Swami. Remembering his first
impression of Pramukh Swami, Kalam narrates:
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“Resplendent in saffron robes, the gentle, faircomplexioned Pramukh Swamiji was radiating
divinity.” 8 Kalam then presented his ideas of
“Vision 2020” to transform India from a
developing country into a developed country in
the next thirty years by advancing five
important areas: “education and health care,
agricultural, information and communication,
infrastructure and critical technology.” When
Kalam requested Pramukh Swami for guidance,
he suggested:
Along with your five areas to transform
India, add a sixth one—faith in God and
developing people through spirituality. This
is very important… We need to first
generate a moral and spiritual atmosphere…
[W]e need to rekindle faith in our scriptures
and God. Without this, there will be no
transformation; nothing will be solved, and
you shall not be able to achieve your
dream… The goal behind God’s creation of
the universe is that every person, every
soul, attains bliss… So, together with this
worldly knowledge, knowledge given by
God—spirituality—is equally necessary. 9
Respecting all religious beliefs and
practices, Pramukh Swami told Kalam to include
the factor of faith in God along with moral and
spiritual values. While planning for the
development of India, Kalam never thought of
generating a cadre of value-based citizens by
inspiring them to develop faith in their
respective religions, scriptures, and divinities.
In making this suggestion, Pramukh Swami not
only welcomed the plurality of diverse religious
traditions but also sought to build a common
platform on which their moral, ethical, and
spiritual values could be fostered. Without
differentiating between different conceptions of
the divine propagated by diverse religious
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traditions, he focused on the practical benefits
of common human values that almost all
religious faiths advance. Kalam was not only
touched by Pramukh Swami’s pluralistic
religious views but also senses, in him, a kindred
spirit. He felt as if he had known Pramukh
Swami all his life, and he was sitting the
presence of his father, a Muslim imam, and
beloved teachers. “I realized that,” Kalam
expresses, “here with Pramukh Swamiji, I was
within a transformative moment in my life. I felt
as if I was crossing into another realm.” 10
Pramukh Swami’s use of religious plurality
and his cordial connection with Kalam illustrate
Heim’s trinitarian theology of religious ends.
Kalam’s spiritual experiences with Pramukh
Swami address Heim’s question: “Can religions
recognize other ways to religious fulfillment
than their own, and if so, how?” 11 Usually, most
pluralism theorists categorize religious
traditions by their beliefs and practices required
to attain a supposedly single ultimate goal,
articulated differently by different religious
traditions. Heim argues that the Christian
doctrine of salvation as communion with the
triune God holds a key to answer this question.
By projecting the relationships between the
three persons of the Trinity onto different
relations that other religions have with the
divine, Heim considers multiple religious ends as
part of the final eschatological scheme. I
compare this theology of religions, which is
founded on the relationship of difference in
communion,
with
the
Hindu-Muslim
relationship between Pramukh Swami and
Kalam, using Clooney’s method of doing
comparative theology, characterized as
theology, which may be briefly described as
faith seeking understanding, grounded in
community, cognizant of claims regarding
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truth, and open to the implications of study
for spiritual advancement and practice; and
it is comparative, familiar with and respectful
of the best work in comparative studies of
religion today, yet also committed to
learning from both outside and within one’s
own community in a way that remains
theologically sensitive and conducive to
mutual transformation in study. 12
Clooney’s method is typically used to
compare theological doctrines, devotional
practices, normative ethics, or even the social
aspects of two religious traditions; 13 however, in
this article, I will compare two theologies of
religions that are intrinsically comparative in
themselves. I understand that this is an
ambitious task that necessarily requires a booklength project. Nonetheless, within this article’s
limited scope, I highlight some potential areas
from both works that could be meaningfully
compared using Clooney’s methodology to yield
“fresh theological insights that are indebted to
the newly encountered tradition/s as well as the
home tradition.” 14 While I show how Heim’s
theology sheds new light on Kalam’s work, I will
not be able to show the opposite due to the
limited space I have in this essay. First, an
overview of Heim’s theology of religions.
S. Mark Heim’s Trinitarian Theology of Religious
Ends
As Alan Race shows, Christian views of
religious others are grounded in three
paradigms: exclusivism, inclusivism, and
pluralism. 15 Expanding these categories, Paul
Knitter proposes a fourfold model: the
replacement model, the fulfillment model, the
mutuality model, and the acceptance model. 16
These theories, Heim argues, underplay both the
integrity of other religious traditions and the
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possibility of finding substantial truths in their
claims. Moreover, such theories stand among
and not above religious traditions of the world,
and hence do not provide a bird’s eye view that
rises above specific worldviews, cultures, and
environments. 17 To address this issue, Heim
develops a theology of religious ends that grants
other religious traditions authenticity and
legitimacy,
without
undermining
his
18
commitment to Christianity.
In his earlier work Salvations, Heim argues
that religions are distinguished by the search for
more than one attainable religious goal or final
human fulfillment, with each of them being
genuinely good and real.19 With this premise of
the multiplicity of religious ends, Heim suggests
that the doctrine of the Trinity best represents
the Christian context for interpreting religious
pluralism. Drawing on John Zizioulas, Heim
maintains that the triune God is a non-reductive
ultimate divinity in whom three distinct persons
coexist as a single homogenous person through
a relationship of difference in communion.
Heim equates this relationship to a musical
polyphony in which “a simultaneous, nonexcluding harmony of difference” constitutes
one unique reality from three interdependent
persons. 20 This theological doctrine has farreaching implications in understanding the
religious other and otherness, the one and the
many.
Building on this trinitarian doctrine, Heim
proposes that various religious traditions
pursue their distinct goals by directly or
indirectly developing a relationship with God
that is constituted by “a limitation or
intensification within a particular dimension of
the triune life.” 21 Although different religious
traditions engage only partial dimensions of the
Trinity, their varied aspirations and conceptions
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of the highest good are welcomed and embraced
by the triune God. Consequently, due to the
common factor of having a relationship with
God, various religious traditions can be
considered being in communion with one
another as well. Mapping this aspect of the
shared triune life onto different religious
traditions, Heim proposes that a relationship
with God can be developed in one of the
channels: 1) “impersonal emptiness” and
“impersonal identity;” 22 2) “iconic and personal
encounter;” 23 and 3) “personal communion.” 24
Now, I show how Kalam’s cordial relationship
and spiritual experiences with Pramukh Swami
not only exemplify these three channels but also
unify them into a coherent whole.
Impersonal Emptiness and Impersonal
Identity
Heim argues that God has two impersonal
aspects: “the emptiness” that “is one of God’s
relations to creation, a fundamental dimension
of distance given in the creative act itself;” 25
and, second, “the identity” that is “one
unshakable reality [that] sustains all things by
pervading all things, by identity with all
things.” 26 Impersonal emptiness is, for instance,
best represented by the Buddhist precept of
nirvana and the apophatic theology of Orthodox
Christianity; and impersonal identity by the
Advaita
Vedanta
Hindu
tradition’s
understanding of “I am that.”
After the first meeting in 2001, Kalam met
with Pramukh Swami multiple times over
fifteen years, asked many questions, and held
lengthy discussions. Some of his questions
focused on the relationship between the
cosmos, its creator God, and human life.
Summarizing Pramukh Swami’s answers, Kalam
writes:
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I realized that a divine life can have no base
unless we recognize the eternal spirit as the
inhabitant of this bodily mansion, and
integrate all of which the eternal spirit is
comprised. That all those living on this
planet Earth—around me, away from me, in
my country, in other countries; even other
species and vegetation and minerals—are all
different forms of a great unity. At the most
elementary level, all nature is one. Only one
noble material weaves constantly different
garbs. The nascent convergence of NanoBio-Info-Cogno technologies is a testimony
to this. 27
Kalam’s learning resembles what Heim calls
“impersonal emptiness,” through which God
pervades his creation. God’s such presence and
immanence have been profusely articulated in
the sacred texts of most religions, especially
Hinduism. The famous Upanishadic verse “īśā
vāsyamidaṁ sarvaṁ yatkiñca jagatyāṁ jagat,” for
example, means that “all this is pervaded by the
divine, whatsoever is animate (or inanimate) in
this world” (Isopanishad 1, my translation). 28
Heim, however, adds an interesting
dimension to this traditional understanding by
characterizing the divine presence as “the
radical immanence and the radical emptiness,
by which the divine persons indwell each other
and make way for others to indwell them.” 29
This aspect of the triune God sheds new light on
the Hindu conception of omnipresence. God
making way for others to indwell him suggests
that not only does the divine reside in the soul,
but the soul can also reside in the divine. For
Hindu devotional (bhakti) traditions, this would
mean that a close relationship between divine
persons—God and God-realized devotees—
would make them “indwell each other and make
way for others to indwell them.” God and his
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devotees’ mutual, deep love for one another
makes them to be and live in one another.
Krishna states in the Bhagavad Gita “udārāḥ sarva
evaite, jñānī tv ātmaiva me matam,” that is, “all
these are certainly great souls, but he who is
situated in knowledge [of me], I consider to be
just like my own self” (7.18, my translation). 30
Being God’s own self (atman), such devotees
dwell in the heart of God. Thus, Heim’s
trinitarian view of understanding the divine
immanence through the mutual indwelling
reveals a new perspective for the Hindu
conception of presence: God’s presence in the
soul could be reciprocated by the soul’s
presence in God, if the soul realizes and
internalizes the supreme knowledge of God.
Further, using an analogy of energy, Kalam
fuses what he calls “true science” and “true
spirituality” to illustrate God’s impersonal
immanence:
Since I first met Pramukh Swamiji in 2001, I
have explored the relationship between the
scientific and the spiritual. I have found that
true science and true spirituality are not
merely compatible; they can be one and the
same. What is the source of life? We don’t
even know what an atom is—whether it is a
wave or a particle—or if it is both… That is
the reason we speak of the Divine. There is a
transcendent energy source… That energy is
the aspiring energy of all things. Mystic
worship addresses this. 31
In the exact same vein, Heim uses the
Quantum Mechanics principle of matter
converting into energy and vice versa to
contend that the omnipresent divinity
manifests “emptiness,” in that it dissolves all
physical entities into the uniform flux of energy.
Heim argues that this divine force is “something
like an electric charge or field, generated by the
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constant interchange of the three divine
persons with each other.” It is this force that
causes the Trinity’s individual personhoods to
disappear. Just as our personhood is not
observable or detectable at the molecular level,
God’s personhood is also not discernible at the
most minuscule level permeated by divine
immanence.
Heim’s intriguing connection of the
universe’s emptiness with the flux generated by
the constant interchange between the divine
persons makes an important intervention in the
Hindu understanding of the universe filled with
divine energy. In the light of Heim’s theology,
the Hindu conception of divine immanence
could be understood as the divine energy
flowing at the most micro level being
representative and evidential of the divine
person at the most macro level.32 Just as
formless energy and formed matter convert into
and coexist with one another, the formless
emptiness or energy of the divine underlying
the universe converts into, coexists with, and
represents God’s divine form. Further, Kalam
recalls Pramukh Swami telling him, “Kalam, you
are not what you think you are… Let God be at
the core of all your decisions and reasoning. God
is the source of all energy.” 33 Such conversations
prompted Kalam to realize what Heim calls
“impersonal identity” of “I am that.” Now, I
examine Pramukh Swami and Kalam’s
relationship in light of Heim’s second dimension
of “iconic and personal encounter” in which God
relates directly with the world.
Iconic and Personal Encounter
Heim contends that God’s absence and
immanence allow for God’s presence and
transcendence. In contrast to the impersonal
ways, this aspect is interpersonal, albeit in only
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one direction, from the divine to the people. It
reveals divine nature and purpose in two ways.
One focuses on God as a personal being but
primarily as a law and morality figure whose
injunctions must be religiously followed and
promises trusted. This dimension highlights God
as a personal agent and deity, who “acts,
covenants, commands, punishes, loves and
redeems.”34 Such external, interpersonal, “Ithou” relations are, for example, assumed with
the God of the Biblical and Qur’anic traditions. 35
The second way focuses on encounter with the
divine authority not through a person but an
icon: a transcendent law, command, or
structure; for example, the Buddhist dharma
taken as an eternal structure or order, the
““Tao” of Taoism or the logos in Stoicism, or the
Kantian moral law.” 36 What is intriguing here is
Heim’s inclusion of Kant’s moral law: human
action is morally good if done from a sense of
duty. Building on this premise, Kant derived his
influential, debatable principle of “categorical
imperative:” “Act as if the maxim of your action
were to become by your will a universal law of
nature.” 37
Kalam advocates such duty-based ethics and
morality, and appreciates Pramukh Swami’s
manifold efforts to impart value education. 38
Participating in such activities, Kalam recalls
composing a handwritten message for the
inauguration of the BAPS Swaminarayan
Vidyamandir in Raisan, India—one of the “over
100 schools, hostels, research centres and
institutions” built and run by BAPS. Inspiring
students to develop “courage” to “think
different,” “invent,” “discover the impossible,”
and “combat the problems and succeed,” Kalam
ends the message with a dutiful pledge to work
for the nation:
I, the youth of my nation,
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Will work and work with Courage
For prosperity of my nation. 39
While this exhortation has a patriotic
appeal, Kalam situates it under the umbrella of
moral and ethical values required to “live in the
witness of God.” It could be classified as what
Raimon Panikkar calls “iconolatry,” “a
representation of the divine under some
particular form, mental or material.” 40 Heim
asserts that any definite entity representing the
ultimate—whether a personal deity or even “a
law, a teaching, or a narrative”—that “resists
reduction to merely one limited expression
among others serves as an icon.” 41 In this vein,
Kalam’s appeal to serve the nation as a moral
imperative could be regarded as an iconic and
personal encounter of the divine with the
students. Kalam further notes that his message
was paired with Pramukh Swami’s “profound
words for the children of the world: ‘Beloved
Children, Whatever is written, if not read;
whatever is read, if not contemplated; whatever
is contemplated, if not practiced in life, then
what is the point of writing? So, pray daily to
God and sincerely work hard. Strengthen good
character in your life. And serve your parents,
society and country.’” 42
Kalam’s and Pramukh Swami’s messages
exemplify, especially when read together,
Heim’s premise that the focus of the iconic
encounter is “the outward communication of
the will, purpose, thoughts and feelings of one
to the other, on the analogy of the external
interpersonal relations.” 43 By imparting moral
edification, both the messages develop special
relations with readers by making an impact in
their daily lives and encouraging them to serve
God through one’s parents, society, and country.
Unlike the impersonal modes explored above,
the personal, iconic mode shows a distance
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between where we are and where we need to go,
and thereby creates momentum toward
transformation. “The motto of iconolatry,”
Heim contends, “is not “thou art that” but
“become what you are called/structured to
be”.” 44 This view helps understand Kalam’s
further proposition that imbibing moral,
ethical, and spiritual values are facilitated by the
“satpurush,” an enlightened, God-realized
person, “who is in charge of his senses and mind,
who performs all his actions with God at the
centre, who observes a strict moral code and
worships God.” 45 Such a satpurush would act as
what Heim calls an agent or iconolatry of God.
However, rather than engaging such
enlightened beings through iconic encounters,
it could be more fruitful if one observes how
they think, perceive, speak, and act, for they
reflect, as Kalam emphasizes, “God and God’s
ways.” 46 Engaging, interacting, and developing
relations with such a satpurush could lead to
Heim’s third dimension of “personal
communion.”
Personal Communion
In contrast to encountering God as an
impersonal, distant entity or a particular,
assertive icon, Heim’s third dimension of
“personal communion” is a sharing of personal
lives in which the human and the divine are in
intimate communion. It is built on mutual
affinity, receptivity, and respectability,
enriched by the reciprocal interaction and
participation in each other’s inner life. 47 One
example of this relationship can be found in
Paul’s letters: “When Paul says “not I, but Christ
in me” he does not mean “not me, but instead
Christ who has now replaced me;”” rather, he
signifies “a communion so close and full that not
only external acts and effects are exchanged
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between persons, but also features of their inner
lives.” 48 Such a communion is so intersubjective
that the persons in a relationship realize that
some of their thoughts, feelings, emotions, and
actions arise not from their isolated
individuality but from the indwelling of the
other person.
Throughout the book, Kalam narrates how
his close relationship and personal encounters
with Pramukh Swami across the Hindu-Muslim
religious distinctions helped him come up with
unanticipated solutions that ultimately brought
him closer to God. In his chapter Self-discipline Is
the True Path to Dharma, Kalam elaborates on his
dilemma as the President of India about signing
a controversial bill popularly known as the
Office of Profit Bill. Although India’s parliament
passed it through a cross-party consensus,
Kalam felt that the manner in which the bill
exempted certain offices of profit was selfserving, injurious to the constitution, and
against the larger public interest. Hence his
dilemma: “Why amend the very Constitution of
our country merely to accommodate a few
politicians who may risk losing their
membership of the house?” 49 After due
deliberation, Kalam exercised his right to send
back the bill to the parliament with a request to
examine the legality and suitability of the bill’s
provisions. However, he was surprised and
disappointed when the then United Progressive
Alliance (UPA) government sent the bill back
without any changes. Eventually, he had to sign
the bill even though in his view, the criteria for
exemption was not just, fair, reasonable, and
applied across all states and Union territories.
During this period,” Kalam expresses, “I
experienced an intense moral dilemma: should I
have signed or should I have resigned? I needed
spiritual guidance: an assurance about my
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decision to sign the bill, to enact legislation
which I was convinced was flawed.” 50
Incidentally, Pramukh Swami arrived in New
Delhi in a few months, and hence Kalam went to
see him at Akshardham, especially to resolve his
predicament. However, recalling how his
confusion was resolved most unexpectedly,
Kalam states: “before I could broach the topic, I
found the answer to all my questions in his
presence… [I felt that] my decision to follow the
Constitution and bow before the supremacy of
the parliament was indeed right.” 51
In light of Heim’s trinitarian theology of
religions, Kalam’s experience represents the
third dimension of relationship with God, which
is “personal not only in the sense of interaction
between persons, but in the sense of
communion among them.” 52 In such a personal
communion, the need for external conversation
is fulfilled by internal communication, which is
beyond words and hence cannot be sufficiently
articulated. One feels comfortable in the other’s
presence, yet one may not be able to explain the
reason. Kalam did not raise his question, nor did
Pramukh Swami inquire or address anything
related to it, but still, Kalam got the answer. It
was not his visit to the Akshardham temple but
Pramukh Swami’s company, Kalam believes,
that solved his issue. Kalam could not
comprehend the rationale behind such a
resolution of his predicament. He simply felt
profound peace in Pramukh Swami’s presence,
without understanding the hows and whys of
the experiential depth.
Heim’s exposition of the trinitarian
dimension of personal communion helps
understand Kalam’s experience in a new light.
The classical trinitarian doctrine suggests that
communion between any two persons of the
Trinity implies communion of each of them with
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the third. Thus, a typical feature of a genuine
communion is, Heim argues, “the discovery in
ourselves of an openness or response to a third
person which we can hardly credit as coming
from us, except by the virtue of the indwelling
of a second in us,” and, therefore, “[n]o one can
love God and hate their neighbor.” 53 Kalam’s
close relationship with Pramukh Swami led him
to
have
an
openness
toward
the
parliamentarians despite their ostensibly mean
act of passing a self-serving bill. Although no
words were exchanged between Kalam and
Pramukh Swami on this topic, the warmth and
comfort found in the other’s presence generated
consideration for the third. The deep
communion between the two helped Kalam see
the third as a part of the divine creation, imbued
with the divine presence. Without this sort of
intersubjective relationship, it might have been
difficult for Kalam to forgive the politicians as
well as himself. Kalam’s cathartic experience
demonstrates the motto of this dimension:
“transformation through communion.” 54
“Deeply comforted, and with all the
confusion evaporated from my mind,” Kalam
further narrates, “I thanked Pramukh Swamiji
by saying, ‘Pashyeam sharad shatam, jeevema
sharad shatam,’ a Vedic mantra, meaning, ‘May
you see a hundred years; may you live a hundred
years.’” 55 Pramukh Swami graciously accepted
Kalam’s affection, lovingly reciprocated with
the same wish for him, and yet firmly declined
his hopeful wishes by citing a Bhagavad Gita
verse, “Na jayate mriyate va kadacin … the soul is
eternal; it is never born and never dies.”56 Kalam
was touched by how Pramukh Swami conveyed
complex truths simply and spontaneously. Such
a communion focuses more on hearty
responsiveness to one another than on the
profuseness and richness of the words
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exchanged. Heim characterizes such a
communion as “mutual indwelling, in which the
distinct persons are not confused or identified
but are enriched by their participation in each
other’s inner life.” 57
Thus, Pramukh Swami and Kalam treasured
each other’s presence by sharing their views and
values. Although their beliefs and practices were
grounded in different religious traditions—
Hindu and Muslim respectively—that advocate
different means and ends, their close
relationship exemplifies all three dimensions of
the communion: impersonal emptiness and
identity; iconic and personal encounter; and
personal communion. As Heim shows, most
religious traditions usually represent one or two
dimensions, but not all three. In this context,
Kalam’s relationship with Pramukh Swami
emerges as an exceptional case to study not only
theology of religions or comparative theology
but also pluralism. It was the depth of Kalam’s
“spiritual experiences with Pramukh Swamiji”
that helped build bridges across the lines of
religious distinctions.
The Experiential Depth
Kalam’s last meeting with Pramukh Swami
(before writing the book) was quite remarkable.
On March 11, 2014, Kalam traveled to a small
village called Sarangpur in Gujarat to meet
Pramukh Swami. Remembering this soulful
meeting in a garden inhabited by peacocks and
surrounded by beautiful flowers, Kalam writes:
In an emotionally and spiritually charged
atmosphere, Swamiji held my hand for ten
minutes. No words were spoken. We looked
into each other’s eyes in a profound
communication of consciousness. It was a
great spiritual experience… I became
oblivious to the people around us, and was

39

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 33 [2020], Art. 21

Experiential Depth: Understanding a Hindu-Muslim Relationship 37
drawn into a kind of timeless silence… I
heard in the silence of his grip on my hand,
‘Kalam, go and tell everyone that the power
that would lead us to eternal victory amid
these struggles is the power of good within
us. Communicate to mankind the vision of a
harmonious world… And a harmonious
world begins with a harmonious inner
world—an unavoidably spiritual quest. For
us to ignite our spirituality, we need to look
inward and transcend our egos. We need to
recognize, connect with and integrate the
eternal spirit within.” 58
A lot transpired in this short, silent meeting.
A close reading of their interactions—both vocal
and silent—both substantiates and transcends
Heim’s theology of religions by fusing its
threefold dimensions in one interreligious
relationship. The comparative theological
analysis of Kalam’s interactions and experiences
with Pramukh Swami shows that their accounts
intricately intertwine all three dimensions
derived from the triune God: impersonal, iconic,
and communion. From chapter to chapter, story
to story, Kalam swiftly and effortlessly moves
from one dimension to another, blurring their
theological boundaries. Their fusion depicts a
relationship of difference in communion that
rises above the usual association of one
dimension with one religious tradition.
Even though Hindu and Muslim theologies,
soteriologies, and ontologies significantly differ,
there were no contrary claims, uncomfortable
positions, or religious reservations in this
relationship. Despite devoutly practicing their
Hindu and Muslim faiths, Pramukh Swami and
Kalam agreed on almost all aspects of the
ultimate reality. As is evident from the book,
they easily switched between different modes of
divinity, as if differences between religious ends
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do not exist. Their interactions were filled with
soteriological and ontological fluidity, in which
the distinctness between religious entities,
ends, and means to attain them dissolved into
one another.
Such accounts of what Kalam perceives to be
“spiritual experiences” open new avenues to
understand pluralism and theology of religions.
Such experiences do not come to our sensedriven consciousness, historically tied with our
intellectual ability; hence, believers from
diverse religious traditions can comfortably
communicate with one another, for they can
mark and share their mystical experiences that
go beyond the sense organs and human
intellect. 59 Kalam and Pramukh Swami could
comfortably communicate across the religious,
educational, cultural, and linguistic borders
because their shared experiences were
grounded in the internal communion and not
the external connection. Kalam asserts that with
Pramukh Swami, he felt “a strange connection
with something that exists in the realm of
spirit—the part that is closest to the Divine.” 60
Thus, the depth of their shared experiences was
mediated by internal spiritual insights and not
external sense organs. For some scholars, such
deeply spiritual experiences are a component,
an extension, or an evolved form of religion; for
others, they represent a spirituality that is
eternal and inherent to the self, and, hence, has
nothing to do with religion, which is a social
construction and contingent upon history. In
either case, spirituality is often invoked to
describe human aspirations, conceptions, and
experiences that are, at once, immanent and
transcendent, this-worldly and otherworldly.
Their accounts could significantly complicate
the longstanding theologies of religions and
theories of pluralism grounded in not only
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religious distinctions but also the secularreligious binary.
Courtney Bender and Ann Taves, for
example, show that adding the third dimension
of spirituality to the secular-religious binary
and analyzing its intricately intertwined
relationship with modernity can challenge the
predominant dichotomous views about the
secular and the religious, and, by extension,
between religions. 61 For instance, in
retrospective analysis of his meetings with
Pramukh Swami, Kalam felt that he primarily
learned his true spiritual identity due to the
conversations. Although their encounters were
interreligious—a devout, practicing Muslim
layperson interacting with a devout, practicing
Hindu monk—they could effortlessly transcend
the religious boundaries on the grounds of
spirituality, making Kalam contemplate on:
Who am I really? Am I so-and-so with a
certain past and a certain body and
personality and certain roles, talents,
weaknesses, dreams, fears and beliefs?
Others may define me in these ways, but
that is not who I really am. Who I really am
can only be discovered… when the mind is
quiet and no longer telling me who I am.
When all the preconceptions about myself
are stilled, what remains is who I really am:
consciousness,
awareness,
stillness,
presence, peace, love, and the Divine. You
are that which is nameless, and yet has been
given a thousand names. 62
Such profound experiences, I argue, blur
theological and ontological boundaries, for they
are grounded in what Charles Taylor considers
“fullness” of “moral/spiritual life” along with
and regardless of one’s religious beliefs and
practices. 63 In his celebrated work A Secular Age,
Taylor shows how different religions’
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encounters with the “secular immanent frame”
in the last three centuries of modernity have
fostered transcendental aspects of spirituality. 64
In this vein, the depth of Kalam’s spiritual
experiences diffuses the secular-religious
binary when his secular identities built on
“certain roles, talents, weaknesses, dreams”
dissolve into “consciousness, awareness… love,
and the Divine.” Similarly, it also diffuses
distinctions between religions.
As is evident in Kalam’s expressions, the
distinct religious dimensions of Heim’s ternary
structure merge to create a homogenous
experience of the divinity. For example, Kalam
states at once that the divine is nameless and yet
has been given a thousand names, the former
being an aspect of impersonal emptiness and the
latter of God in iconic encounter or personal
communion. In parallel, Kalam also engages the
aspect of impersonal identity when he asserts
that “all those living on this planet Earth—
around me, away from me, in my country, in
other countries…—are all different forms of a
great unity. At the most elementary level, all
nature is one.” 65 Throughout the book, Kalam
juxtaposes and integrates these aspects, not to
compare and contrast them, but to show that
the external comparisons of religious beliefs and
practices become less significant in light of the
internal spiritual experiences attained by any
means toward any religious end. At this
metaphysical level, theological, ontological,
epistemological, soteriological, and other
religious differences dissolve in transcendent
experiences that represent a coherent whole.
Kalam’s sections can be thus mapped onto
Heim’s trinitarian framework. However, a key
difference is that Heim places different religious
relations, means, and ends in distinct categories,
whereas Kalam fuses them in such a way that the
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distinctions become insignificant. This fusion
substantiates my thesis: the conception of
religious pluralism could be broadened by
focusing on the internal dimensions of spiritual
experiences along with the external dimensions
of religious tenets and ends. Those with
profoundly peaceful and blissful experiences of
the divine do not fight over its manifold diverse
dimensions, because such spiritual experiences
help them get a bird’s eye view that rises above
specific worldviews, cultures, languages, and
environments. Such an experiential depth helps
overcome external divisions through internal

reflections, and, thereby, develop harmonious
relations with religious others.
I end this paper with a maxim cited by
Kalam to begin the book: “Sanctify yourself and
you will sanctify society” by the twelfth-century
Catholic mendicant Saint Francis of Assisi. This
quote represents the essence of my conception
of deeper pluralism: the internal spiritual and
devotional experience of the divine precedes
and promotes the external sociocultural unity
and human harmony among multiple,
sometimes antithetical, religions.
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Re-envisioning a Caitanya Vaiṣṇava ‘Perfect Being
Theology’ and Demonstrating Its Theodical Implications
via the ‘Goodness Criterion’
By Akshay Gupta
Abstract: Popular imaginations and receptions
of Hinduism often neglect to consider its
theological dimensions that conceive of the
divine reality along conceptual pathways
analogous to those of the major Judeo-Christian
religious traditions. Thus, within Western
scholarship, there have been no systematic
attempts to delineate central doxastic elements
within the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition by
suggesting correlations with distinctive
Christian concepts, and this scholarly lacuna
within
Caitanya
Vaiṣṇavism
restricts
comparative theological dialogue between
Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism and Christianity. In order
to address this lacuna, I demonstrate that
aspects of Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism’s theological
framework can be conceptualized in
conversation with their Christian counterparts.
BY illustrating certain parities between the
theological frameworks of Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism
and Christianity, I also aim to pave the way for
further comparative theological dialogue
between these two religious traditions. In
particular, I propose that Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism’s

theological framework enables the tradition to
become a suitable dialogical partner to
Christianity in comparative theodicy. I also
suggest and put into practice a criterion that can
be helpful for refining the comparative
theodical exchanges between Caitanya
Vaiṣṇavism and Christianity.
Introduction
That Hindu religious traditions contain
monotheistic strands is often overlooked by
those who are not acquainted with the breadth
of religious expression that is witnessed within
the diverse matrices of Hindu religious life.
However, as Ankur Barua notes, 1 Hindu
theological frameworks that conceptualize the
divine reality as a supremely powerful personal
being who generates and sustains cosmic and
transcosmic realms have recently begun to
receive greater scholarly attention. 2 One Hindu
devotional tradition that conceives of the
supremely powerful personal God is the
Caitanya Vaiṣṇava 3 tradition, which was
founded by Caitanya (1486-1534 CE) and has
Kṛṣṇa-bhakti, or devotion to Kṛṣṇa, as its
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doctrinal and experiential pivot. However,
despite the increasing scholarship on the
Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition, 4 scholars are yet to
comprehensively define central doxastic
components of the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition
through active conversations with their
Christian analogs, thus limiting the scope for
comparative theological dialogue between these
two religious traditions. Therefore, I will begin
to address this lacuna by drawing some
conceptual parallels between the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava theological framework and perfect
being theology, which most Christian traditions
adhere to. I acknowledge that comparative
theology does not entail the mere recognition of
one religious tradition’s doctrinal tenets within
another religious tradition’s theological
framework; however, I argue that formulating
the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition’s doctrinal
tenets by creatively and sensitively employing
Christian terminology can enhance the
hermeneutical potential of comparative
theological exchanges between Caitanya
Vaiṣṇavas and Christians. In particular, I will
discuss the comparative theodical implications
of recognizing the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition’s
adherence to perfect being theology.
Examining God’s Triune Divine Attributes in the
Caitanya Vaiṣṇava Tradition
In this article, I first aim to illuminate the
Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition’s theological
framework by suggesting certain analogies with
distinctive Judeo-Christian theological motifs.
Christianity, as well as the other Judeo-Christian
religions, adhere to a theological framework
known as ‘perfect being’ theology, according to
which God is characterized as the greatest
possible being who exhibits maximal
perfection. 5 Perfect being theology also
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conceptualizes God as a ‘triple-O’ personal God,
which indicates that God, the supremely
personal being, is omnipotent (all-powerful),
omnibenevolent (all-good), and omniscient (allknowing). 6 Although perfect being theology is
generally associated with the Judeo-Christian
religious traditions, I argue that it is not limited
to them and can also be found within certain
Indic religious traditions. For instance, as I will
now demonstrate, the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava
theological framework can be best categorized
as a perfect being theology.
Since it is well established that the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava tradition views God as the supreme
person, 7 I will not defend this particular claim in
great depth. Instead, drawing from a) the
Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava
theologian
A.C.
Bhaktivedānta Swami Prabhupāda’s (1896-1977
CE) exegeses on the Bhagavata Purāṇa (c. 9th
century CE) (henceforth BhP), 8 a foundational
text for the Kṛṣṇa-bhakti traditions, as well as b)
the BhP itself, I will locate the theological views
that explicitly state God’s possession of the
triune divine omni-attributes.
The first divine attribute that I will examine
is God’s omnibenevolence. Prabhupāda is
particularly explicit about his belief that Kṛṣṇa
is the omnibenevolent God in his commentary
on verse BhP 10.10.40, where he succinctly
writes, “Kṛṣṇa, God, is all-good.” 9 The BhP itself
also describes the omnibenevolence of Kṛṣṇa.
Thus, BhP 8.3.17 10 states that God is bhūri-karuṇa,
meaning the one whose compassion (karuṇa) is
superabundant or great (bhūri). Prabhupāda
translates bhūri-karuṇa as “unlimitedly
merciful” further reinforcing his view of God’s
omnibenevolence. 11
BhP 10.87.22 12 describes God as a benefactor
(hita), dear (priya), and the very self (ātman) for
a living being, and BhP 7.1.1 13 adds that God is a
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self’s well-wisher (suhṛt) and is equal to all living
beings (sama). I argue that this equality should
be understood not in terms of an ontological
parity between the human self and the divine
self but in the light of Bhagavad Gītā 14
(henceforth BhG) 4.11: 15 “I share my love with
individuals in the same manner as how they
submit themselves to me. Humans follow my
path universally, O Pārtha.” Therefore, Kṛṣṇa’s
equal treatment of all living beings indicates
that he reciprocates their love according to how
they approach him (this motif is also reiterated
in BhP 10.32.20-22 16).
However, one may note, as Barua does, 17
that if God merely responds to the actions of the
devotees, there can be no unmerited, freeflowing acts of grace performed by God. In
response to this, I argue that 1) there is an
element of grace present within God’s reciprocal
exchanges with the devotees, and this is because
God gives the devotee more than what they
deserve in God’s reciprocal exchanges with
them. The BhP also indicates that the actions of
Kṛṣṇa-bhakti are in a different ontological
category than ordinary actions, and thus the
actions of Kṛṣṇa-bhakti are not structured by the
same proportionality principle that karmic
mechanisms putatively possess. For instance,
BhP 10.80-81 18 explains that Kṛṣṇa gave one of
his devotees named Sūdamā unimaginable
riches simply because Sūdamā gave Kṛṣṇa a few
morsels of rice, BhP 10.81.35 19 states that Kṛṣṇa
magnifies the importance of whatever his
devotees offer him, and BhP 1.2.15 20 states that
the actions of Kṛṣṇa-bhakti, such as
remembrance of God, can destroy one’s karmic
residues.
I also argue that 2) there is an element of
grace through God’s voluntary descent to this
world as an avatāra (literally ‘one who crosses
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down’). God’s voluntary descent into this world,
or the doctrine of the avatāra, is described by the
BhP, although the earliest formulation of it is
found in BhG 4.5-9. 21 A broad Christian
equivalent of this theme would be the doctrine
of incarnation, though a distinction needs to be
carefully made between the terms ‘incarnation’
and ‘avatāra.’ Whereas the incarnation of God in
Christ takes place only once, the avatāras of the
divine reality repeatedly descend to this world
across different cosmological cycles (yugas). 22
Moreover, while the doctrine of the incarnation
asserts that God descends to this world at one
specific historical conjuncture and becomes
physically embodied in a particular human
individual called Jesus of Nazareth, the avatāra
doctrine, as conceived by Caitanya Vaiṣṇava
theologians such as Prabhupāda, asserts that
God descends to multiple transcosmic,
macrocosmic, and microcosmic planes in a nonphysical, supramundane body that is unlike
ours. 23 Barbara Holdrege therefore states that
the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava traditions holds that
Kṛṣṇa, as the avatārin (the source of all the
avatāras) is able to produce multiple embodied
forms by which he can manifest his divine
presence for specific cosmological purposes,
whilst maintaining his divine personhood (each
avatāra is not an ontologically distinct person
from Kṛṣṇa) and preserving the cosmic prowess
of his original supramundane body. 24
The BhP states that God descends to our
world in order to facilitate our soteriological
progress. Verse 1.8.35 25 explains that one of
God’s motives for descending is to prepare
instances that would facilitate our hearing,
remembrance, and worship of God as we are
individuals who are afflicted in the world by
ignorance, desire, and karman. This is significant
because Hindu devotional traditions centered
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on devotion to Kṛṣṇa (such as the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava tradition) believe that selves can
gradually become emancipated from this
physical world and return to God through the
performance of bhakti or devotion, which
centers extensively around the remembrance of
Kṛṣṇa’s activities and wondrous līlā. 26 This
salvific component of God’s descent to this
world thus illustrates God’s compassionate
longing to have us return to God and escape our
worldly sufferings. God’s descent as an avatāra
also signifies that God graciously intervenes in
our world so that selves can further their
soteriological process.
Prabhupāda also asserts his belief that God
possesses the divine attribute of omnipotence.
For instance, in his commentary on BhP 6.8.3233, he succinctly writes, “the Lord is
omnipotent.” 27 Establishing the centrality of the
motif of God’s omnipotence in the BhP is quite
straightforward. For example, verse 8.3.19 28
describes God as ananta-śakti, or the one whose
power is unlimited, and verse 10.3.17 29 states
that God is sarvātma, or the one whose self is
everything. Furthermore, several verses
throughout the BhP such as 10.3.19 30 assert that
the creation, the maintenance, and the
destruction of this world occur because of God,
thus indicating God’s complete sovereignty over
the world.
Lastly, I wish to demonstrate that God
possesses omniscience as a divine attribute
within the theological frameworks of the BhP
and the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition.
Prabhupāda explicitly asserts the view that God
is omniscient in his commentary on BhP 6.8.3233, 31 and verse 6.8.33 32 itself also describes God
as omniscient (sarva-jña).
Thus, as we can see, God is viewed as the
perfect being within the theological frameworks
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of the BhP and the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition’s
important theologians such as Prabhupāda. The
tradition’s adherence to perfect being theology
is significant for the purposes of comparative
theology because it situates Caitanya
Vaiṣṇavism and the Judeo-Christian religions on
a similar theological spectrum. One implication
of this conceptual resonance is that one of the
biggest challenges to Christian theism, the
problem of evil, which presupposes perfect
being theology, pertains to the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava tradition as well. Thus, the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava tradition can act as a dialogical partner
with Christianity in what Francis Clooney has
termed ‘comparative theodicy,’ which he
describes as “the construction of a broad, crosscultural and cross-religious set of theodicies
that support and refine one another on the one
hand, and, on the other, reveal and deconstruct
unquestioned sets of presuppositions about evil
and what counts in explanations of it.” 33 This
indicates that the theodical resources that
Christianity or Christian philosophers have
developed in response to the problem of evil,
such as ‘Skeptical Theism’ or Alvin Plantinga’s
‘Free Will Defense’ can also be hermeneutically
reconfigured by the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition
in order to bolster its own response to the
problem of evil. Conversely, the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava tradition’s theodical responses, which
I am developing in other academic projects, can
also be utilized by the Judeo-Christian religious
traditions so that these traditions can mutually
reinforce their own theodicies. Within the
doctrinal milieus of comparative theodicy,
theologians from both Christianity and Caitanya
Vaiṣṇavism can also better understand their
own theodicy’s conceptual flaws by reference to
the theodical framework of the dialogical other,
and thus, each religious tradition can work to
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refine, rework, and strengthen their respective
theodical response.
The ‘Goodness Criterion’
Although it is beyond the scope of this
article to provide an extensive theodical
comparison between the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava
tradition and a particular Christian tradition, I
can briefly highlight some comparative
theodical dimensions that can open up when it
is established that the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava
tradition adheres to perfect being theology. In
order to refine the process of comparative
theodicy, I propose the following criterion for
cross evaluating the conceptual strength of two
theodicies, and I define this criterion as the
‘goodness criterion.’
If God’s goodness is shown to be greater in
theodicy A than in theodicy B, then I propose
that theodicy A is a stronger theodicy than
theodicy B, all else being equal. For instance,
according to this criterion, a theodicy without
gratuitous suffering would be stronger than a
theodicy with gratuitous suffering, given that
God’s goodness is maximized if God doesn’t
cause creatures to suffer unnecessarily and
instead ensures that every instance of suffering
ultimately serves a beneficial purpose. The
goodness criterion challenges the theodicist to
go one step farther than merely addressing the
problem of evil. If the theodicist wishes to
participate in comparative theodicy, they are
also challenged to demonstrate how their
theodicy is stronger than competing theodicies
or how their theodicy has certain features that
are conducive to the construction of a stronger
theodicy. My reasoning for this claim is as
follows.
If a theodicy A presupposes that God is allgood, then it must be able to illustrate that there
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is no other conceivable theodicy B in which
God’s goodness is greater. Otherwise, the
goodness of God in theodicy A is inferior to that
of God in theodicy B, and if the
conceptualization of God in theodicy A is less
good than another conceptualization of God,
then theodicy A fails to satisfy the premise that
God is the most benevolent being conceivable.
My argument can be laid out as follows:
1. A triple-O God is not only
omnibenevolent but is also the most
benevolent being in existence as well as
the most benevolent being that can be
conceived.
2. A being that possesses the most
goodness must be more benevolent than
any other being.
Conclusion: Therefore, if a theodicist is
going to assert the existence of a triple-O God,
they must be prepared to show that there is no
conceptualization of God with greater goodness
than one’s own; otherwise, this alternative
conception of God with greater conceivable
goodness implies that the theodicist conceives
of God as being non-maximally good.
By employing the goodness criterion in
comparative theodical exercises, theodicists can
evaluate and refine the strength of their
theodicy vis-à-vis engagement with other
theodicies, resulting in illuminating theodical
dialogue between both parties. I will
demonstrate one instance of such dialogue by
placing the Caitanya tradition and Christianity
in active comparative theodical conversation
with one another by using their notions of postmortem existence as the locus of comparative
theodical inquiry. The Caitanya tradition holds
that following the death of their physical body,
finite selves, who are immaterial and
ontologically distinct from their physical body,
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transmigrate into another physical body. 34
Moreover, selves do not begin each life as a
tabula rasa but can instead continue to make
moral and soteriological progress in each
successive lifetime. 35 Thus, as selves continue to
transmigrate across various physical bodies,
they can gradually develop greater moral
character and spiritual purity, enabling them to
one day attain soteriological perfection as a
result of this cumulative spiritual advancement.
According to Prabhupāda, God is also willing to
take all selves back into his company, thus
suggesting a vision of universal salvation. 36
In contrast, many, though not all, Christian
traditions hold that selves possess only one life
in which they can attain soteriological
perfection. 37 Many Christian traditions also hold
that selves are eternally damned if they fail to
attain salvation through Christ in this one life,
although there are some Christian thinkers that
believe in universal salvation. 38 Thus, according
to the Christian traditions that believe in a onelife modality of existence paired with eternal
damnation, there is no opportunity for selves to
continue to make soteriological progress across
multiple lives. They must instead attain
salvation in this very life or face eternal
damnation.
One Christian philosopher who has
defended the co-existence of a triple-O God and
a one life modality of existence paired with
eternal damnation is Jerry Walls. Walls argues
that because selves possess libertarian free will,
God cannot compel or force them to accept God,
and therefore, selves are free to reject God and
any opportunity given to them for salvation. 39
He also argues that certain individuals choose to
embrace evil wholeheartedly and consequently
continue to reject God eternally. 40 In Walls’s
eschatological framework, selves exercise their
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volitional capacities in going either to heaven or
to hell after their earthly existence. Thus, even
though Walls’ conceptual framework has a postmortem existence, selves cannot become
embodied as humans working towards their
own salvation on earth again. 41
Even in the light of Walls’s argumentation, I
argue that a Caitanya Vaiṣṇava post-mortem
framework has greater theodical strength than
one life modality existence paired with eternal
damnation. I accept the notion that God cannot
force the self to embrace God. However, it does
not follow that this constraint causes certain
selves to be eternally damned. In order to
substantiate his argument for eternal
damnation, Walls must assume that these selves
in hell are causally determined to never want to
leave hell. As Thomas Talbott points out,
however, this assumption is inconsistent with
the idea of libertarian free will to begin with.42 If
the self is causally determined to choose a life of
sin eternally, then it does not, in fact, have
libertarian free will. I therefore reason that if a
self is to possess libertarian free will, it must
have the option to be able to choose God again,
and the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava theological
framework indeed provides selves with this
opportunity by allowing them to be repeatedly
reborn as humans who can work towards their
liberation.
Nevertheless, for argument’s sake, let us say
that the circumstances of hell are such that the
self could escape hell but volitionally does not
choose to — a view that preserves libertarian
free will. It is not clear to me how, according to
the goodness criterion, Walls’s theological
framework is more morally defensible than a
theological framework that provides an
individual with multiple subsequent human
lives in which it can grow spiritually and acquire
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another opportunity to embrace God. In a onelife modality of existence, the selves who do not
choose God are eternally condemned, even if
this ‘condemnation’ is sustained by their own
volitional choices. However, in the multiplelives modality of existence found within
Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism, an individual who does
not attain liberation in one life can get a chance
to do so in a future life. Therefore, over time,
each self will continue to receive further
opportunities for salvation. Moreover, through
the process of transmigration, selves gradually
learn soteriologically beneficial lessons by
which they can grow spiritually, so, even if
selves fail to attain salvation in one life, they can
continue their soteriological journey in their
next life. Therefore, in such a conceptual
framework, selves can progress in their spiritual
journey from lifetime to lifetime until they
finally attain liberation. Furthermore, since
selves are not causally determined to reject God
eternally43 and have their desires substantially
reconfigured across time until they choose to
make God the sole locus of their desires, there is
always a possibility, even if it is slight, that the
self can turn to God in any one of its lives.
Although I have not come across any Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava theologian who has explicitly stated
that all selves will return to God, I argue, based
on my own reasoning, that given an infinite
amount of time, which is present within
Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism’s cosmological framework,
any possibility, no matter how small, will be
actualized. Since it is possible that selves can
eventually turn to God within any one of their
lives, I argue that all selves will eventually be
liberated. Thus, I argue that within Caitanya
Vaiṣṇavism’s theological framework, God’s
goodness is greater than in a one-life modality
of existence that allows certain selves to
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experience eternal damnation, since in the
former, all selves will eventually enjoy beatific
intimacy with God.
Therefore, while a Christian theodicist may
be able to explain how a triple-O God can
support a one life modality of existence paired
with eternal damnation, they do not seem to be
able to explain that this theological framework
reinforces God’s goodness to a greater extent
than a theological framework like that of the
Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition. However, by
engaging in comparative theodical dialogue
with Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism, the Christian
theodicist can interrogate their theological
presuppositions more critically and refine their
theodicy.
Yet, the Christian theodicist is not the only
party that can benefit from the abovementioned
comparative theodical exchange — the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava theodicist can also learn from their
Christian interlocuter. For instance, although
the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava theodicist can defend
God’s supreme goodness through an appeal to
the putative existence of their multiple-lives
framework, they may come to realize, through
comparative theodical dialogue with the
Christian theodicist, that a modality of existence
in which finite selves have repeated chances to
attain liberation can devalue the soteriological
importance of any one given lifetime. In
contrast, within Walls’s theological framework,
selves, understanding that their salvation rests
upon their decisions in this very lifetime, have a
greater incentive to take their soteriological
pursuits very seriously. Therefore, the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava theodicist can understand the
conceptual drawbacks of a multiple lives
framework and work to bolster their theodicy by
emphasizing the importance of one’s
soteriological pursuits in this very lifetime. For
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instance, they could highlight the notion that
soteriological progress is best achieved while
embodied as a human, 44 and they could also
draw attention to how rare it is for a self to
acquire a human rebirth. 45 By doing so, they can
ascribe greater soteriological importance to
one’s current life so that individuals do not
become lethargic in their attempts for
liberation. Yet, they can continue to uphold a
multiple lives modality of existence so that their
theological framework can support a vision of
universal salvation.
Finally, I acknowledge that someone may
also view the goodness criterion as too
simplistic. Admittedly, it can be difficult to
employ the goodness criterion because it is not
always possible to compare one facet of theodicy
A to one facet of theodicy B while keeping
everything else equal. For instance, there can be
distinctive benefits to both a one life modality of
existence and a multiple lives modality of
existence. Thus, attempting to demonstrate that
one is superior to the other can neglect the fact
that they each have their own relative merits
and drawbacks. Therefore, I acknowledge that
the goodness criterion is not perfect. However, I
argue that it can be a helpful tool for stimulating
comparative theodicy conversations and can be
one theoretical pathway by which theodicists
can interrogate the presuppositions of another
theodicist’s theological framework.
Further suggestions for improving the
quality of comparative theodical exchanges are
beyond the scope of this article. However, by
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illustrating the Caitanya tradition’s adherence
to a perfect being theology, I believe that I have
demonstrated how the Caitanya tradition can be
a comparative theodical dialogical partner to
other religious traditions that too adhere to
perfect being theology. Moreover, by proposing
the goodness criterion, I hope that I have been
able to contribute to an ongoing process of
refining such comparative theodical exchanges.
Conclusion
Thus, I argue that the thematic parities
between the theological frameworks of Caitanya
Vaiṣṇavism and Christianity that I have outlined
can provide a stronger basis for both of these
religious traditions to engage in mutually
enriching discourses, particularly in the context
of theological and philosophical inquiry that
relates to perfect being theology, such as the
problem of evil. I have also provided one
criterion, namely, the ‘goodness criterion,’
which can be employed in order to facilitate
comparative theodical exchanges between
Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism and Christianity. Although
the goodness criterion may have its own
conceptual difficulties, I argue that it is
nevertheless a steppingstone towards the
refinement of comparative theodicy. Such
refinement is not an overnight process and will
require careful consideration by scholars.
However, I hope that this article has brought us
at least one step closer towards achieving this
aim.
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An Asian-American Reads the Īśavāsya Upaniṣad:
First Steps Toward a Hindu Diaspora
Theology of Liberation
Shashank Rao
Abstract: The development of large Hindu
communities around the globe calls Hindu
theologians to reconsider the applicability of
Hindu teachings to issues beyond their
traditional cultural milieus. Where Hindus in
South Asia may find the language of Hindu
teaching attuned to their needs and
experiences, there is a persistent disconnect for
many Hindus who reside elsewhere. As such,
theological reflection on the issues that Hindus
face outside of South Asia has the potential to
bring new insight and relevance to Hindu
traditions. Reflecting upon selected verses from
the Īśavāsya Upaniṣad, I aim to locate the
theology of Advaita Vedānta in Hindu-American
and Asian-American contexts. In addition, I put
the works of Anantanand Rambachan, Peter
Phan and James Cone into conversation in order
to refine my understanding of liberation
theology, and to dialogue with Christianity.
Both of these tasks are important first steps in
developing a Hindu diaspora theology of
liberation.

FOR Hindus born and raised in the diaspora,
there is often a deep disconnect between
themselves and the teachings of various strands
of Hindu tradition. This is because the vast
majority of Hindu teaching is culturally located
in the subcontinent. In his seminal work, A Hindu
Theology of Liberation: Not-Two is Not One,
Anantanand Rambachan articulates a Hindu
theology that responds to social justice and
addresses pervasive social issues in Hindu
communities worldwide. 1 This essay builds on
Rambachan’s work through an exegesis of
selected verses from the Īśavāsya Upaniṣad,
placing Advaita Vedānta in the sociocultural
context of Asian America. 2 As a Hindu AsianAmerican of Indian descent, I write this article
so that it can serve as a resource for Hindu
leaders, laity and scholars alike, and help them
foster conversations on social justice, engage in
dialogue with Christian (and other) traditions,
and inspire collaborative learning between
marginal groups.
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Such theological reflection is particularly
relevant in the face of rising Hindu nationalism
in India, which exerts a pressure on Hindus
abroad to identify with India, blurring the lines
between national, religious and ethnic
identities. The challenge for Hindu theologians
then is to answer these questions: what does it
mean to be Hindu in America and to be a Hindu
minority? Can one be Hindu and also not Indian?
How do Hindus participate in their own
liberation from marginality and that of others? I
foreground the lived experience of Asian
Americans in my exegesis, which may serve as a
starting point for Hindu theologians to confront
these issues.
Context for theologies of liberation
The liberation theologian is motivated by a
religious calling to engage with questions of
inequality and injustice. In Rambachan’s words,
“the interior life of holiness and piety must find
outward expression in a passion for justice.” 3
James Cone declares the Christian gospel to be
sociopolitical in its outlook and import,
speaking to the marginalization of the Black
community. 4 He calls the line drawn between
religion and politics a conceit of the privileged,
calling on Christians to not simply use religion
to legitimize their existing social order. 5 A
Hindu theology of liberation for AsianAmericans will similarly speak to the experience
of “in-betweenness” and reckon with their
complex racial position, being self-conscious
and critical of prejudice.
As a theologian of the Advaita Vedānta
tradition, I identify non-duality as the principal
axiom of its theology of liberation and the
ontological equality of all creation. Insight into
the union of the individual ātman and collective
brahman enables mokṣa (liberation), freedom
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from the cycle of death and rebirth (samsāra).
The universe is manifest through brahman’s
power of māyā and is changeful and ephemeral,
and in traditional Advaita teaching, without
value. I argue for the theological reality of lived
experience as māyā, as Rambachan states that
jīvanmukti (liberation in life) results from
wisdom that is transformative in one’s outlook
on life and conduct and that does not dismiss
worldly experience. 6 The primary difficulty of
doing Hindu liberation theology stems from the
fact that most systematized traditions are
articulated in the context of sannyāsa
(renunciation). Students are traditionally
initiated into their teachers’ lineages by giving
up material possessions and their worldly
relations and social obligations (such as those of
family or community). For the gṛhastha
(householder), the path to liberation will be
different because they need to continue to
attend to worldly affairs.
For the diaspora to find liberation in
Advaita’s
message
of
equality
and
enlightenment in radical oneness, Advaita must
express itself in the local and particular,
requiring a gṛhastha perspective. I look to Peter
Phan’s work in Asian-American theology as an
example, as he reflects on the Vietnamese
experience of Catholicism and dialogues with
other Asian religious traditions. 7 Phan
constructs Christ and God the Father’s
relationship through the Confucian tradition of
ancestor worship, conveying a message about
gratitude to family and community. 8 Such a
creative reading of Jesus’ character is useful for
constructing a Hindu diaspora theology. In 19th
century Trinidad, for example, Hindu Indian
laborers identified with Rāma’s experience of
exile and derived religious meaning from it
through performing Rāmlīla as village theatre. 9
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This created a basis for the location of the
practice of Hinduism outside of the
subcontinent.
Liberation theology is also fundamentally
concerned with a deep transformation of the
whole society. Rambachan’s chapter on caste
inequality makes the case that upper-caste
Hindus bear primary responsibility for the
plight of Dalits and other caste-oppressed
groups.10 Hindu theology must speak to both the
privileged and the marginalized alike. Cone’s
critique of American Christianity similarly holds
mainline white churches responsible for racial
discrimination in the church. He calls into
question whether the contemporary church
emulates the teachings and character of Jesus
Christ, placing his Black theology in critical
conversation with mainstream doctrine. 11 A
Hindu theology of liberation in Asian America
must speak of Asian-Americans in their greater
social contexts as such in order to address their
liminal experience.
Phan poetically describes experience of
liminality in Asian immigrant communities:
“Being in-between is, paradoxically, being
neither this nor that but also being both this and
that.” 12 This evokes the neti neti teaching of
Advaita in the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad, which
avoids categorizing brahman in absolute terms
(2.3.1-6). Being between countries, cultures and
races, the Asian-American feels existentially
unrooted. This anxiety can be resolved through
the identification of ātman with brahman,
wherein liminality is embraced as a sacred
quality of brahman and divisive thought is
discarded. Situated in world-between, the
diaspora experience can help fill the gaps in
Advaita theology on modern issues.
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Exegesis
1. Know that all this, whatever moves in this
moving world, is enveloped by God.
Therefore find your enjoyment in
renunciation; do not covet what belongs to
others.
2. Doing verily works in this world one should
wish to live a hundred years. If you live thus
as a man, there is no way other by which
karman (or deed) does not adhere to you.
3. Demoniacal, verily, are those worlds
enveloped in blinding darkness and to them
go after death those people who are the
slayers of the self. 13
The Upaniṣad describes God as enveloping
the world with the term īśavāsya, which
indicates “being worn” or “covered” by the
Lord. This may be read as the expressive power
of brahman, establishing the non-separation of
all objects within. Desire for objects arises from
a perceived division between the self and object,
and a sense of emptiness without it. This desire
may be for wealth, status or belonging, all of
which often figure greatly into the experience of
Asian-American marginality. Asian immigrants
in the United States seek to make a new life for
themselves and their desire for socioeconomic
mobility in their new country leads many of
them to emphasize economic stability and
prosperity as the primary measure of their
success. This often precludes other measures of
well-being, including a sense of belonging that
their children often struggle to achieve. Because
Advaita asserts a monistic vision of reality, the
theme of “in-betweenness” for Asian-Americans
becomes a central theological problem. The
Upaniṣad teaches that seeking worth or truth in
fleeting wealth and status (artha) is finite in
value. The world which is enveloped by the Lord
need not be longed for and belonging to it is not
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qualified by the possession of things or
identities.
The dignity of the jīva (the individual) lies
not in artha, but in the eternal ātman which is
one with the universal brahman. The nearexclusive pursuit of wealth among AsianAmericans perpetuates existential anguish
(duḥkha), because it makes one’s dignity
contingent on economic value. A blind seeking
of desires results in continued rebirth and
greater suffering, yet the mere relinquishing of
worldly possessions does not imply the
abandonment of desire. It is specifically the
falsely aggrandizing desire for material
possessions that blocks the knowledge of the
union of ātman and brahman. But what is the role
of Asian-American experience in framing this
Advaita teaching?
We must see this predicament as a quest for
social validation through wealth and inability to
see one’s inherent worth. The duality of owner
and owned causes suffering not only to the
individual but all those around them.
Rambachan states that while artha is a
legitimate goal of life, it must be secondary to
dharma, giving it an ethical dimension. 14 The
model minority myth stereotypes Asian
immigrants as docile, head-down and politically
subordinate, framed as the “good” minorities
against Black and Hispanic people, who are
vilified for their poverty and resistance. This
places Asian-Americans in the middle of an
intense racial polemic, asked to choose between
conforming to a standard of whiteness or being
relegated to a minoritized “Other”, pitting
Asian-Americans against other minorities. The
pursuit of artha fails to resolve the racialized
tension in Asian-American life, as it cannot
provide a sense of belonging. Conformation to
either whiteness or “Asian-ness” is a duality
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which makes no room for hybridity. Rambachan
characterizes ignorance as a limited construal of
self, defined by separation or distinction from
others. 15 Dependence on artha is a part of this
ignorance, as it denies the inherent worth of all
beings and renders one’s existence in purely
material terms. The model minority myth
similarly makes out the failure of a minority
person to achieve success or acceptance to be
personal failure. Liberation is blocked through a
mindless devotion to “works” (karmāni) that
satisfy the image of a “good immigrant”. Karma
can neither stain nor improve the ātman, which
is infinite and eternal. A belief in the latent
potential of ātman liberates the sādhaka from
any compulsion to conform to a standard or
reduce themselves.
4. The spirit is unmoving, one, swifter than
the mind. The senses do not reach Them as
They are ever ahead of them (the senses).
Though They stand still, They outstrip
those who run. In Them the all-pervading
air supports the activities of beings.
5. It moves and It moves not; It is far and It is
near; It is within all this and It is also outside
all this. 16
The ātman’s transcendent yet immanent
nature here further attests to how the ātman is
the foundation of existence, which cannot be
negated or diminished. It is bound neither by
space nor time, just as the dignity of the AsianAmerican is not bound by nation, wealth or race.
I see parallels in Cone’s characterization of Black
Christian worship as a radically transformative
“kairos-event” that re-affirms the worth of Black
personhood.17 Both exclaim rather than merely
hint at the nature of the all-pervading divinity,
which is at the heart of brahmavidya. Being near
and far, inside and outside, brahman as ātman
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effects grace and liberation as the content of
awareness and liberating knowledge.
This is made evident in the example of the
Rāmnāmis, a group of Dalit Hindus from
Chhattisgarh, India who tattoo the name of
Rāma on their own bodies and draw from their
own version of the Rāmacaritamānas,
repudiating the casteist and sexist passages of
the original work by Tulsidās. 18 The
unrestrained ātman manifests in the defiance of
Rāmnāmis against upper caste labels of impurity
and the assertion of inherent dignity through
Rāma. Their independent re-evaluation of the
Rāmāyaṇa narrative to work out their
experience is non-conforming and emphasizes
the Upaniṣad’s teaching of ineffable agency that
comes from ātman. This working within the
space between resonates with Asian-American
liminality, showing how brahman inhabits all
lives and worlds as ātman.
Such reflection on the malleability of
identity emphasizes the unique opportunity in
diaspora theology. Questions like “where are
you from?” or “what are you?” make the AsianAmerican self-conscious and in the absence of
insight, will lead to anguish and self-doubt.
Neither being white nor being Asian qualifies
the worth of ātman, and the unique expression
of brahman in the sādhaka’s in-betweenness and
Asian-ness are intrinsically valuable. The
dualistic notion that Asian-Americans have split
loyalties renders them socially invisible.
Similarly, Hindus are often expected implicitly
to see India as their flag-bearer, and the
emergence of Hindu nationalism has reinforced
that idea. For the diaspora especially, clinging to
India as the ground of Hindu identity
erroneously ascribes ontological value to the
state and runs contrary to Upaniṣad’s teaching
of the freedom, ineffability and subtle nature of
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ātman. Asian-Americans cannot find the truth of
ātman in the illusory nation-state. Just as ātman
flies free, the Asian-American’s dignity is inborn
and cannot be corrupted, reduced or qualified
by anything.
The feeling of Asian-American belonging
can be fruitfully understood as expressions of
māyā, the fluid and dynamic power of brahman
to create and express itself. In his commentary
on the Brahma Sūtras, Śaṅkara steadfastly
insists on the basis of the world in brahman and
no other, making māyā intrinsic to it
(Brahmsūtrabhāṣya 2.21). 19 Śaṅkara’s argument
finds resonance with Phan’s explanation of
marginality as a condition:
To stress in-bothness means first of all
affirming one's racial and cultural origins;
for an Asian, this means affirming
“yellowness,” like the dandelion. Being on
the margin, however, prevents this
affirmation of ethnicity from being
exclusive, since the margin is where worlds
merge.
Setting aside Phan’s use of “yellowness” to
describe being Asian, the non-exclusivity of
ethnic affirmation is important. 20 Māyā evades
categorization and restriction the same way
brahman does, and is the source of all worldly
experiences. The Asian-American experience of
“in-betweenness” is one of the diverse
expressions of māyā, which can be the basis for
understanding Asian-American liminality as a
liberating condition. Brahman is neither “this”
nor “that”, while also being “both", making the
in-betweenness and “in-bothness” of the
diaspora significant. This enables the AsianAmerican sādhaka to abandon the artha of social
approbation of their identity, challenge
structures which limit their existence and find
true belonging through rootedness in brahman.
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6.

And he who sees all beings in his own self
and his own self in all beings, he does not
feel any revulsion by reason of such a view.
7. When, to one who knows, all beings have,
verily, become one with his own self, then
what delusion and what sorrow can be to
him who has seen the oneness?
8. They have filled all; They are radiant,
bodiless, invulnerable, devoid of sinews,
pure, untouched by evil. They, the seer,
thinker, all-pervading, self-existent have
duly distributed through endless years the
objects according to their natures. 21
Understanding Asian-Americans as one
with brahman’s expression through māyā is
critical to the Upaniṣad’s teaching of oneness of
all beings. These verses’ call to universal love
and dignity becomes the cause of freedom from
suffering and delusion of separation and being
the “Other”. It empowers the Asian-American to
resolve their existential anguish by realizing
their connectedness to all beings and creation
through the unity of ātman and brahman. This
illustrates a key difference in perspective
between Advaita and Christianity, especially as
seen in Cone’s work. The eighth verse describes
brahman as “radiant”, “untouched by evil”, and
“self-existent”, a reality which defies
description and ascription. The identity of
brahman and ātman indicates the presence of
divinity in all things, in oppressed and
oppressor alike. Ātman cannot be reduced to a
mere body, because the awareness that is ātman,
one with brahman, suffuses all existence. Cone,
in contrast, insists on the presence of Christ in
the Black community and their marginal
experience, which Advaita theology cannot
embrace very easily. 22 The boundlessness and
infinity of brahman validates all creation and
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necessarily implies that the oppressor cannot be
neatly set aside from the oppressed.
For Asian-Americans, this is important
because their racial position in the United States
is complex. They are marginalized by white
society and also complicit in the marginalization
of other groups of color. Hindu-Americans must
similarly reckon with marginality in American
religious life while also contending with caste
and gender inequality within Hindu spaces. As
such, it is necessary to think of oppression as a
pervasive ignorance that affects all of society. A
“preferential option for the poor” cannot fully
resolve the tensions of Asian-American
positionality. Cone decries a “colorless God in a
society where human beings suffer precisely
because of their color.” 23 For Advaita, the
qualification of nirguṇa is a statement of the
ineffability of brahman; it is not that God cannot
be black, but rather that God is not exclusively
black. Divinity is not colorless, but rather is the
latent expression of all colors. Note that Cone’s
affirmation of Black humanity is not mutually
exclusive of a critique of whiteness, which must
imply the transformation of white people’s
identity in the pursuit of liberation. In this
context, the mutual reflection urged by the
Upaniṣad becomes more meaningful.
The call of these verses is to engage in
constant inquiry into the presence of brahman in
all beings, and how they are connected with the
ātman within. Advaita soteriology is established
on the premise that the sorrow of existential
emptiness in worldly pursuits is common to all
and that brahmavidya is universally liberating.24
Within the Advaita framework, the “preferential
option for the poor” must also be complemented
by a consideration of the bondage of the
privileged and its implications for the liberation
of all beings. In his discussion of C.S. Song’s
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theology, Phan refers to the “repentance of
power”, a transformation of human politics and
conduct by the love and righteous mercy of
God. 25 For Advaita, this implies that for the
oppressed to find freedom, the oppressor must
also be compelled to see their own ignorance as
the cause of oppression. Similarly, ignorance in
the Asian-American context is mutually
constituted by dependence on power through
the model minority myth as well as racial
marginality. This ignorance deprives the AsianAmerican sādhaka of agency, because their
identity is not defined by an awareness of ātman
and instead a false identification with social
status, wealth and power. The repentance of
power and inquiry into ātman requires AsianAmericans to give up meaning through artha as
well as see their humanity in spite of
marginalization. Their realization of the
impossibility of liberation through works alone,
through dependence on racial power and
worldly profit, culminates in brahmavidya. This
reclamation of agency through the dispelling of
ignorance is the import of the Upaniṣad,
transforming conduct and worldview in the
service of the welfare of all beings.
9. Into blinding darkness enter those who
worship ignorance and those who delight in
knowledge enter into greater darkness, as it
were.
10. Distinct, indeed, they say, is the result of
knowledge and distinct, they say, is the
result of ignorance. Thus have we heard
from those wise who have explained to us
these.
11. Knowledge and ignorance, he who knows
the two together crosses death through
ignorance and attains life eternal through
knowledge.26
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Just as the oppressed and oppressor are
mutually bound by ignorance and liberated by
wisdom, the content of brahmavidya itself
consists of insight into both. Vidya constitutes
insight into the nature of reality but may lack an
obvious connection to everyday life. Avidya is
worldly knowledge but is superficial in
understanding metaphysical truth. Let us
consider that Advaita’s traditional motive for
liberation is knowing the finitude of Vedic rites
as a means to liberation, and the resolution of
emptiness through the realization of brahman. 27
The inadequacy of Vedic rites is broadly
symbolic of the emptiness of conventional social
mores and worldly life without contemplation
of the ultimate. To explain this, Rambachan
recalls the story of Nārada and Sanatkumāra in
the Chāndogya Upaniṣad, where Nārada goes to
Sanatkumāra after having learned various
traditional disciplines, yet still experiences
suffering. 28 Nārada’s desire for religious
knowledge
(vidya)
is
motivated
and
complemented by his suffering and awareness
of his non-understanding of the world (avidya).
One cannot appreciate the eternal and
transcendent without a knowledge of transient
and immanent. The divinity of brahman is
ontologically indistinct from its manifestation
through māyā, so it follows that insight into
brahman must reflect upon worldly realities and
divinity alike.
For Asian-Americans, the path to
brahmavidya is not to simply deny their race as a
fact of life or to see it as the only fact. It is to
understand that race or ethnicity is constructed
and fluid, being māyā. Brahman, through māyā,
creates the universe yet is not bound by Their
creation and entertains no inequality within
Themselves. Bringing worldly experience into
conversation with the revelation of the
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Upaniṣad allows for a critical revaluation of
one’s lived experience. Jīvanmukti is a life
unfettered by ignorance of the self but is not a
repudiation of the sādhaka’s experiences. 29 Being
Asian-American requires an acknowledgement
of Asian-ness and Americanness, which reveals
the presence of ātman which is neither yet also
both. The theological meaning of diaspora is
found in the world between, dwelling on the
liminal and hybrid nature of ātman as brahman
which is none other than the fact of all
existence. The inquiry encouraged by the sixth
and seventh verses brings avidya and vidya into
mutual relief, culminating in brahmavidya and
then mokṣa.
Conclusion
The vision of the diaspora is uniquely
liberating because it lies at the crossroads of a

global world. The Upaniṣad makes sense of
inhabiting multiple worlds through a deep
connection with brahman who also takes on a
variety of forms as part of creation. For Advaita
to express its theological vision in the service of
universal liberation, it must be grounded in
insight into the unique experiences of its
various adherents. The Advaita theology of
liberation which I have outlined here is but one
step toward progress in Hindu and Advaita
teaching. It is defined by the integration of
seemingly disparate parts, making my theology
of diaspora fundamentally a theology of reintegration. An Advaita theology of liberation
understands divinity and humanity as
fundamentally one and all-pervading, and holds
out the promise of universal liberation and
illumination of inherent dignity in all beings.
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The Influence of Swami Satyananda’s Meditation
on John Main’s Christian Meditation
1

JaeGil Lee
Abstract: This paper explores Hindu Swami
Satyananda’s influence on John Main’s Christian
Meditation. Main claimed The Conferences of John
Cassian as the primary source of Christian
Meditation. Through a comparative analysis,
this paper examines the writings of Main in
relation to both The Conferences and
Satyananda’s meditation and general Hindu
mantra meditation. The comparative study
reveals certain differences between Main’s and
Cassian’s contemplative prayer forms. By
showing the parallels and correspondences
between a Hindu mantra meditation taught by
Satyananda and Christian Meditation, this paper
claims the latter to be a product of interreligious
dialogue/practice—a creative integration of
Christian contemplative prayer and Hindu
mantra meditation, rather than simply a
discovery of a lost contemplative practice,
rooted in the Christian mystical tradition. It
illuminates John Main’s role as a pioneer of

Christian-Hindu dialogue at the level of religious
experience and practice.
Introduction
IN the Christian tradition, contemplative prayer
is generally a wordless and imageless prayer
that is thought to lead one to an elevated state
or condition in one’s communion with God
beyond thoughts, images, emotions, and senses. 2
Along with the Centering Prayer of Thomas
Keating (1923-2018), Christian Meditation,
developed by John Main (1926-1982) is one of the
most popular forms of Christian contemplative
prayer in the West today.
It is interesting to recognize that John Main
called his contemplative prayer method
“Christian Meditation.” Did he use the adjective
Christian to refer to its intended practitioners (a
practice for Christians), its root (a practice from a
Christian tradition), or its characteristics (a
practice of Christianity)? Whatever his implicit
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intention was for this, the name “Christian
Meditation” gives an impression that its nature
and features would be typical of, or common to,
Christian contemplative prayer. In fact, Main
asserts that his contemplative prayer method
has a long tradition in Church history, and so he
depicts Christian Meditation as a modern
Christian form of contemplative prayer.
Although he admits he was exposed to a Hindu
mantra meditation, Main attributes the source
of his method primarily to the teachings on
prayer of John Cassian (360-435) in The
Conferences. 3
Other scholars and writers, such as Ernest E.
Larkin, Laurence Freeman, Wayne Teasdale, and
Paul Harris, also identify Christian sources as the
root of Christian Meditation. 4 They claim that
Main’s contemplative prayer exercise was based
on the Christian contemplative tradition and he
simply renewed the lost art of Christian
contemplative prayer for contemporary people.
Referring to Christian Meditation as well as
Centering Prayer, for instance, Larkin says, “The
architects of these new prayer forms learned
from the East, but they based their teaching on
the ancient, Western mystical tradition…. John
Main discovered Christian Meditation in John
Cassian.” 5 Another similar view is found in
Wayne
Teasdale’s
comments:
“Eastern
meditation has inspired Christian forms of
contemplation like Thomas Keating’s Centering
Prayer and the Christian Meditation founded by
John Main, an English-Irish Benedictine monk,
though both remain rooted in the Christian
mystical tradition.” 6
However, we hear a quite different voice
from Amir Farid Isahak, chairperson of Interfaith Fellowship of Malaysia. He wrote the
following in Dharma, the periodical of the “Pure
Life Society”:
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Swamiji’s [Satyananda] legacy continues in
over 100 countries through the World
Community for Christian Meditation
(WCCM). Father John Main was a
Benedictine monk who learnt meditation
from Swamiji while serving here as part of
the British Civil Service. He taught Swamiji’s
meditation method to thousands of Christians
worldwide…. Now it is Father Laurence
Freeman who is the most ardent Christian
teacher
and
promoter
of
the
meditative/contemplative prayer method
taught by Swamiji. 7
It is intriguing to hear him claim that “[John
Main] taught Swamiji’s meditation method to
thousands of Christians worldwide.” What does
he mean by this? Does he claim that Christian
Meditation is the same as a Hindu meditation
method taught by Swami Satyananda? In that
essay, he did not expand on this point. This
paper will identify in Christian Meditation some
features of Hindu mantra meditation, which
could be possible clues to why Isahak made such
a bold statement.
John Main’s Initiation into Hindu Mantra
Meditation and His Encounter of Contemplative
Prayer in Cassian’s Conferences
There is no secret that John Main learned
meditation from a Hindu monk, Swami
Satyananda (1909-1961). In 1955, while serving
in the British Colonial Service in Malaya (now
Peninsular Malaysia), Main met Satyananda in
Kuala Lumpur.
As a colonial officer, one afternoon Main
visited the monk to thank him for his social
service. The Swami was the founder of the “Pure
Life Society,” a community where people from
different backgrounds could live together,
which included an orphanage, a school, a
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library, a dispensary, and a printing press. 8 In
this visit, Main was moved by the Swami’s
peacefulness and holiness. Soon he found
himself having a conversation on meditation
with him. The Swami asked Main if he practiced
meditation. Main answered that he tried to do a
kind of discursive meditation, now “known as
the Ignatian method of meditation.” 9 The Swami
replied “that his own tradition of meditation
was quite different….The aim of meditation was
the coming to awareness of the Spirit of the
universe who dwells in our hearts.” 10 Being
deeply impressed by the Swami’s words and
wisdom, Main asked him if as a Christian he
could learn meditation and “if he would accept
[him] as a pupil to teach [him] how to meditate
in his way.” 11 The Swami suggested that Main
come to practice meditation with him once a
week, and Main agreed, thus becoming initiated
into Hindu mantra meditation.
Main returned each week to learn and
practice meditation with the Hindu monk. On
his first visit, the Swami introduced him to a
mantra meditation. Main says, “Every week for
about 18 months, I went out to this holy man of
God, sat down beside him and meditated with
him for half an hour.” 12 During this period, at
each meditation meeting, the Swami gave a few
lessons on meditation and Main was able to ask
questions arising from his daily practice.
Ironically, Main was forced to give up this
mantra meditation when he became a
Benedictine novice. It was in 1959. His novice
master prevented him from practicing the
Eastern meditation, which he thought of as a
“foreign import, alien to the Christian
tradition.” 13 In obedience, during this period of
time Main did not meditate in the way he
learned from his Hindu teacher. He described
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this painful experience as “wandering in the
wilderness.” 14
Despite not practicing for well over a
decade, Main never forgot the mantra
meditation. When he was headmaster at St.
Anselm’s School in Washington, D.C., he had a
chance to read Augustine Baker’s (1575-1641)
Holy Wisdom with a young student. Baker’s
comments on Cassian’s contemplative prayer
led Main to read The Conferences in 1974. That
enabled him to connect Hindu mantra
meditation to “the practice of using a single
short phrase to achieve the stillness” from The
Conferences. 15 Finding the instructions for the
method of unceasing prayer in the Tenth
Conference, Main remarked, “I was arrived
home once more and returned to the practice of
the mantra.” 16 Referring to this important event
in Main’s life, Laurence Freeman, a pupil and
successor of Main in teaching and promoting
Christian Mediation, comments:
In John Cassian’s tenth Conference he
recognized a treatment of the early practice
of the mantra in the Christian tradition….In a
shock of revelation he recognized the
practice of the mantra itself, the ideal of silence,
the stilling of mental activity, and the
unself-consciousness of “pure prayer” that
he had learned from Swami Satyananda….Now
he was reconnected to the path of meditation
within an explicitly Christian understanding. 17
While helping us recognize the significance of
Main’s encounter of a contemplative prayer
form with a prayer formula from Cassian’s
Conferences, Laurence’s words lead us to ask key
questions: (i) is Main’s Christian Meditation a
“path of meditation within an explicitly
Christian understanding”? (ii) is Cassian’s
method identical with Swami Satyandanda’s
mantra meditation (Isahak’s claim)? (iii) is
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Main’s Christian Meditation
integration of two traditions?

a

creative

Cassian’s Contemplative Prayer Form
In the ninth and tenth Conferences, Cassian
describes his method of contemplative prayer,
“unceasing prayer.” The primary method which
Cassian teaches is a continual repetition of a
biblical formula of only a few words. 18 It is
known as “monologistic prayer.” Abbot Isaac,
who appears to be the spokesman on prayer in
Cassian’s book, prescribes Psalm 70:1 as the
fundamental formula for unceasing prayer:
“Come to my help, O God; Lord, hurry to my
rescue.” Using this short formula, one’s prayer
is capable of being brief and frequent. Through
this verse, one attempts to posture the heart
before God, focusing all one’s energy and
attention on the presence of God. As Columba
Stewart describes the dynamic, this biblical
formula functions as an “undercurrent in the
river of words that carries [the pray-er] through
day and night, coming to the surface in the
interstices of other forms of prayer or in times
of particular need.” 19 The following words
reveal a general sense of how to apply this
formula in prayer, and include some
methodological features of unceasing prayer:
It [Psalm 70:1] can be adapted to every
condition and can be usefully deployed
against every temptation. It carries within it
a cry of help to God in the face of every
danger. It expresses the humility of a pious
confession. It conveys the watchfulness
born of unending worry and fear. It conveys
a sense of our frailty, the assurance of being
heard, the confidence in help that is always
and everywhere present. Someone forever
calling out to his protector is indeed very
sure of having him close by. 20
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As clearly reflected in this account, this
prayer is used as a weapon against temptation,
fear, despair or any other obstacle or resistance
to one’s openness to Spirit. It plays a role as “an
unassailable wall” and “a very strong
shield…under the attack of demons.” 21 Abbot
Isaac asserts that constantly repeating it
protects the person in times of trials. This type
of prayer is called “antirrhetic prayer,”
reflecting
Evagrius’
work,
Antirrhetikos
(Counter-Arguments, or Refutation). While, in
his book, Evagrius provides about five hundred
biblical phrases as counter-points against
specific temptations and passions, Cassian gives
only Psalm 70:1 to combat every temptation. 22
Cassian prescribes this verse to fight off
demonic passions and temptations.
In repeating the formula, one cries out for
divine help. Psalm 70:1 is expressed as a
desperate plea for God’s assistance in the face of
danger: it is “the terrified cry of someone who
sees the snares of the enemy, the cry of someone
besieged day and night and exclaiming that he
cannot escape unless his protector comes to the
rescue.” 23 Abbot Isaac admonishes, if being
troubled by the urges of anger, greed, or
sadness, one should “cry out with loud groaning:
‘O God, incline unto my aid; O Lord, make haste
to help me.’” 24 To “cry” is the most frequently
used verb to describe how to say the formula in
the heart. Thomas Merton refers to the
repetition of the formula as “constant use of this
ejaculation in the depths of our hearts;” 25 hence
this type of prayer is traditionally called
“ejaculatory prayer.”
So Cassian’s unceasing prayer integrates the
formula of Psalm 70:1 with emotion. A. M. C.
Casiday claims that “in numerous passages,”
Cassian “dwells on the profound emotions that
enrich the Christian’s life of prayer.” 26 As one
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prays with the biblical verse, one does not leave
emotions behind, but brings them into the
prayer. The prayer is to be fully charged with
human affections related to devotional fervor or
ardor. Cassian’s spokesman, Abbot Isaac, asserts,
“Not without reason has this verse been selected
from out of the whole body of Scripture. For it
takes up all the emotions that can be applied to
human nature….It contains a burning love and
charity, awareness of traps, and a fear of
enemies.” 27 The biblical verse, “‘O God, come to
my assistance; O Lord make haste to help me’ is
to awaken every devout sentiment in our
hearts.” 28 Moreover, one is encouraged to
experience in one’s heart “the identical feelings
in which the psalm was composed or sung” and
“find all these sentiments expressed” in it. 29
Main’s Christian Meditation in Comparison with
Cassian’s Prayer Form
Christian Meditation is called a “mantra
prayer.” Main does not shy away from using the
Hindu term mantra for the prayer-word or
phrase that is silently repeated during a period
of meditation. Main and Freeman call Christian
Meditation’s formal instruction “How to
Meditate.” It is so simple that its description is
less than ninety words. 30 In Christian
Meditation, one is taught to sit upright, close the
eyes, and interiorly repeat a mantra. One should
“not think or imagine anything—spiritual or
otherwise. If thoughts and images come, these
are distractions at the time of meditation, so
keep returning to simply saying the word.” 31
The mantra that Main recommends is
maranatha, which means “Come Lord.” 32 The
reason he advocates maranatha as a mantra is
that it is Aramaic, Jesus’ language, and “one of
the earliest recorded Christian prayers.” 33
However, Main advises that one should not
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think or ponder about the meaning of it, but
simply recite it inwardly.
Cassian’s contemplative prayer and
Christian Meditation both use a brief biblical
verse or phrase and require the practitioners to
recite it uninterruptedly throughout the prayer.
Cassian and Main both stress the importance of
the recitation of the prayer-word. Nevertheless,
it is not difficult to recognize practical
differences between the two prayer forms.
Christian Meditation’s manner of repeating a
prayer formula is different from Cassian’s. First,
Main teaches the practitioners to say the mantra
as four syllables of equal length: ma-ra-na-tha.
Although it is not essential, he suggests that the
mantra can be associated with breathing. He
believes that it is best to say the mantra on the
in-breath and breathe out in silence. 34 By doing
so, the practitioners find their own rhythm and
speed for reciting the mantra. According to Paul
Harris, another advocate of Christian
Meditation, it is “important to come to a
comfortable rhythmic pattern reciting the
mantra in conjunction with one’s breathing and
build this discipline into one’s meditative
practice.” 35 The rhythm of saying the mantra is
to become natural to each practitioner.
Second, for Main, Christian Meditation is a
way of great gentleness. Gentleness is an
important attitude in practice. Main advises his
practitioners to “use all your energy to say your
mantra with absolute gentleness.”36 One should
recite a mantra “calmly, peacefully, and with
complete simplicity.” 37 Despite having
undesired thoughts in mind, one is instructed to
say a mantra “very gently” and to let go of
thoughts “without force.” 38 One should not fight
against thoughts as if one were to “attempt to
hit the other thoughts over the head so as to
banish them,” 39 but rather one ought to repeat

69

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 33 [2020], Art. 21

The Influence of Swami Satyananda’s Meditation on John Main’s Christian Meditation 67
the mantra in a relaxed way. 40 Maintaining a
calm inner posture is a crucial characteristic of
Christian Meditation.
Third, it is interesting to learn that not only
saying a mantra but also listening to it is an
essential part of the practice. Their instruction,
“How to Meditate,” directs one to “listen to it as
you say it.” 41 To listen to the mantra means that
you say it as a word and as a sound. 42 What one
listens to is not the meaning, but the sound of
the mantra. In his talk to the Trappist monks at
Gethsemani Abbey, Main says, “The essence, the
art of saying the mantra is: to say it, to sound it,
to listen to it and just to ignore the
distractions.” 43 “The mantra is just like a
harmonic,” so by listening to it, you come to
“listen to that harmonic sounding in [your] own
heart.” 44 Main believes that the mantra sounds
by itself with a certain power. He says, “Let the
mantra sound in your heart and mind, rooting
you gently in the center….Let the constantly
sounding mantra gently lead you to a depth
beyond words and thoughts and images.” 45 For
Main, to learn to meditate means to learn to
listen to the mantra as “the profoundest and
most supreme sound in your being.” 46
These three pivotal practical elements of
Christian Meditation are absent in, and foreign
to, Cassian’s teachings on contemplative prayer.
Although the practitioner might occasionally or
eventually be able to repeat the prayer-phrase
gently and peacefully, this is not his/her
primary attitude. In Cassian’s understanding,
the practitioners are not able to “control [their]
wandering thoughts” and to “even pour our
[their] prayer” by themselves. 47 Also, undesired
thoughts are even viewed as possibly being
demonic passions and from the eight vices. 48 In
this context, Psalm 70:1, “Come to my help, O
God; Lord, hurry to my rescue,” is a powerful
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weapon which defeats all kinds of unwanted
thoughts. If a person is “unable to control
[his/her] wandering thoughts,” s/he is
instructed to “cry out in [her/his] need.” 49 In
this way, Psalm 70:1 plays a significant role as an
“unassailable wall…for all those who labor under
the attack of demons.” 50 Thus, the practitioner
says it to reject undesired thoughts.
Directions to repeat the prayer-phrase
rhythmically, possibly in conjunction with one’s
breathing, and listening to the sound of it, are
also not present in Cassian’s instruction on
unceasing prayer. While claiming that these two
practical guidelines help practitioners to move
towards the center of the self where God dwells,
Main asks them not to ponder upon the meaning
of the prayer-word. He thinks that engaging
with its meaning generates thoughts and images
in the mind, so they should not think of the
meaning. 51 However, paying no attention to the
meaning of the prayer-phrase during the time of
prayer is incompatible with Cassian’s teaching
on contemplative prayer. Rather, he encourages
his monks to ponder upon the scriptural verse.
For Cassian, not only the simplicity, but also the
very meaning, of the pray-phrase is crucial.
Psalm 70:1 shows the attitude of contemplative
prayer, as it reflects the practitioner’s humility,
desperate need of God’s help, and sincere
invocation for divine grace. According to
Cassian, the practitioner has to meditate upon
the verse with “all the dispositions” expressed
in the psalm. 52 So, “the power of what is said” in
the prayer-phrase cannot be put aside, but
should be fully taken in.
Possible Influences of Hindu Mantra Meditation
Here we explore Satyananda’s meditation
instruction, as well as more general Hindu
mantra meditation, to show parallels and
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similarities between Christian Meditation and
Hindu mantra meditation. “Listen to it [the
mantra] as you say it” 53 is commonly found in
the instruction for Hindu mantra meditations.
The same instruction is used in Transcendental
Meditation—possibly, the most well-known
form of mantra meditation in the West.
According to Agehananda Bharati, the initiates
of Transcendental Meditation are told to “listen
to the inner sound of the mantra unfolding.” 54 In
chanting the mantra Om out loud, practitioners
are advised to “listen with great attention and
contemplate the innate power of sound and its
ability to manifest. This will lead to hearing the
Cosmic AUM which is not a physical experience,
but one that is heard by the inner ear.” 55 The
significance of listening is understandable
because, in Hindu traditions, the mantras were
first heard by spiritual seers and have been
handed down from generation to generation. 56
As the practitioners hear it, the mantra is
experienced as sound and vibration.
Unfortunately, we do not have Satyananda’s
own words on this theme. However, Main
remembers his teaching: “My teacher used to
say this to me: ‘When you get to this listening
stage it’s as though you are toiling up a
mountainside and the mantra is sounding in the
valley down below you.’” 57 Because, at the
beginning stage, listening to the mantra, while
reciting it is difficult for many people, as their
mind may be pulled into different directions,
their ability to hear it has to be developed. That
is the reason why Satyananda refers to listening
as an advanced stage. It appears that Main
learned from Satyananda to listen to the mantra
during meditation.
Concerning listening to the sound of the
mantra, there are many examples of Hindu
mantra meditations which correspond to Main’s

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020

Christian Meditation. One is found in Ram Dass’
1970s’ bestselling book, Be Here Now. He briefly
describes the process of assimilating a mantra
into meditation practice: “Start to pronounce
His name [Rama as a mantra] silently. It is two
syllables: Ra and Ma. However, the “a” of Ma is
sounded silently. Listen inside until you can
hear the name and then begin to let it come
outside, as if you were speaking along with the
inside voice which is whispering it….” 58 Here,
we can identify both aspects in engaging with
the mantra, that is, to recite it and to listen
inside to hear it. Saying “let it come outside,”
Ram Dass suggests that the source sound of the
mantra which the meditator will be hearing
transcends the mental sound s/he is creating
within her/himself.
Another example is from Pandit Rajmani
Tigunait’s The Power of Mantra and the Mystery of
Initiation: “First we repeat it [mantra] mentally,
then we begin to hear it. As our practice
deepens, the sound of the mantra becomes more
subtle and silent, until eventually we neither
repeat nor hear it, but rejoice inwardly in its
soundless sound.” 59 For Tigunait, both reciting
and hearing the mantra comprise the practice of
the mantra meditation.
A more detailed instruction for mantra
repetition meditation is described by Swami
Muktananda, an influential Hindu meditation
teacher for Westerners. The following
description is offered under the subsection title,
“How to Repeat the Mantra” in his book, Where
Are You Going?: A Guide to the Spiritual Journey. The
mantra he gives to his audience is Om Namah
Shivaya: 60 “You should repeat the mantra
silently, at the same speed at which you talk. You
can also coordinate it with the breathing,
repeating it once with the inhalation and once
with the exhalation….Listen to it as you repeat it,
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and in that way your mind will become
permeated with mantra.” 61 His words, “Listen to
it as you repeat it” are almost identical with the
phrase in Christian Meditation’s instruction:
“Listen to it as you say it.” 62
In Muktananda’s instruction we can
recognize two other possible influences of
Hindu mantra meditation on Main’s Christian
Meditation, that is, consideration of the tempo
and breathing with the mantra in contemplative
prayer. Although the manner of breathing in
relation to mantra recitation may differ from
one school to another, it is common for the
instructions on mantra meditation to be
concerned with the rhythm of reciting the
mantra, possibly in conjunction with breath.
It is helpful to quote Main’s advice regarding
this matter:
That’s something that you discover a
natural rhythm for….but probably the best
way to say the mantra is to breathe in the
mantra and breathe out in silence.
Sometimes people find that a four-syllable
mantra like maranatha is too much for their
lungs and they can’t breathe it all in. And if
you can’t while you’re learning to breathe
more deeply then you can perhaps breathe
in mara and breathe out natha. But probably
the best way to say the mantra is to breathe
it all in and breathe out in silence. 63
On another occasion, he said, “We each find our
own speed for saying the mantra. Most people
say it in rhythm with their breathing.” 64 Both
instructions show Main’s interest in
rhythm/tempo and breathing in Christian
Meditation.
Swami Adiswarananda points out “pace of
repetition” as an important guideline for
mantra meditation. 65 According to him, an
appropriate speed is crucial. Based on his study
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on the sacred texts of Hindu mantra meditation
traditions, Adiswarananda says:
Japa [mantra repetition] should be
performed with an even tempo. The
repetition should be neither too slow nor
too fast. Furthermore, the repetition should
be in keeping with the rhythm of the
seeker’s personality. Every seeker has his
own rhythm, determined by his heartbeat,
breathing, pace of waking, and manner of
speaking. In his repetition he must abide by
this rhythm. 66
Here the importance of rhythm is clear. A
mantra is to be repeated with an established
stable pace. Main and Adiswarananda agree that
one should find one’s own rhythm. While
Adiswarananda claims that the rhythm is
determined by “seeker’s personality,” which
includes breathing, Main says that each
practitioner discovers one’s own speed for
saying it. 67 “Many people,” Freeman, affirms,
“quite naturally get into a rhythm
eventually….[T]he word [mantra] finds its own
rhythm.” 68
Instructions for Hindu mantra meditation
using so’ham, one of the most popular Hindu
mantras, show that repeating the mantra,
listening to it, and saying it in rhythmic
coordination with the breath are all present. 69 It
is believed that every living creature always,
whether consciously or unconsciously, makes
the sound so with the in-breath and ham with the
out-breath. Pandit Rajmani Tigunait refers to
so’ham as “the universal mantra” because of its
“intrinsic characteristic” and “no need for a
human teacher to formally initiate us into its
use.” 70
The practice of this mantra is not so
different from other mantras, especially for
novice meditators. Not being capable to hear the

72

Staff: Volume 33, Full Contents

70 Jaegil Lee
sound so’ham, one needs to mentally say or
imagine the sound in accordance with one’s
breathing and, at the same time, listen to the
sound. Here are instructions given by
Muktananda: “Whenever you sit quietly, follow
your breath and listen to the mantra [so’ham]. If
you do not immediately become aware that the
mantra is repeating itself, you can repeat the
syllables along with your breathing. In a few
days you will be able to synchronize the mantra
with your breath. Soon you will begin to hear the
mantra naturally.” 71
Another example is found in a
contemporary meditation guidebook, Meditation
for the Love of It: Enjoying Your Own Deepest
Experience, by Sally Kempton, who spent about
20 years as a spiritual seeker in Hindu
meditation: “Focus on the flow of the breath.
Gently and with relaxed attention, begin to
think the mantra So’ham. Coordinate the
syllables with the breathing—so on the
exhalation, ham on the inhalation….Listen to the
syllables as you repeat them. Allow your
attention to focus more and more fully on the
mantra’s syllables.” 72
It is clear that repeating, listening to, and
assimilating the mantra with the rhythm of the
breath are all present in both examples.
Concluding Reflections
Main’s instructions for listening to the
sound of the mantra and saying it in an even
tempo, possibly, in accordance with the breath,
are clearly present in Hindu mantra meditation
traditions, which are no doubt influencing his
development of Christian Meditation. These
elements are not found in Cassian’s
contemplative prayer. The Conferences advises
practitioners to cry out to God with the
passionate fervor appropriate to their current
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obstacles and resistances. Main and Satyananda
instruct practitioners to listen to the mantra
while saying it in a calm and gentle manner. In
Christian Meditation and Hindu mantra
meditation, the practitioners are taught to
recite the syllables of the mantra in conjunction
with the gentle rhythm of in-breath and outbreath. These shared manners of engaging with
the mantra are evidence of the influence of
Hindu mantra meditation on Main’s Christian
Meditation. Indeed, Christian Meditation seems
clearly a creative integration of Christian
contemplative and Hindu meditative traditions.
In closing, I will briefly discuss some
relevant implications of this integrative
contemplative practice. First, Christian
Meditation is the fruit of interreligious
encounter between the West and the East. In an
important
document,
“Dialogue
and
Proclamation: Reflection and Orientation on
Interreligious Dialogue and the Proclamation of
the Gospel of Jesus Christ” (1991), the Pontifical
Council of Interreligious Dialogue distinguishes
four forms of dialogue: (i) the dialogue of life—
where people of different faiths strive to live
together in harmony and respect with their
immediate neighbors and co-workers; (ii) the
dialogue of action—where varied traditions work
together for common socio-moral concerns and
issues; (iii) the dialogue of theological exchange—
where people seek to better understand one
another’s religious beliefs and practices,
appreciating both significant commonalities
and differences, and (iv) the dialogue of religious
experience—which is the mutual sharing of one
another’s spiritual practices and ways of
approaching God. 73 Main is a great example of
those who have engaged in the dialogue of
“religious experience.” In fact, he is a pioneer of
Christian-Hindu dialogue at the level of religious
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experience/practice, given that he learned and
experienced Hindu mantra meditation in 1955
and later drew heavily upon his experience in
creatively developing Christian Meditation.
An interesting aspect of his engagement of
interreligious dialogue is the fact he was not a
cleric, nor professional scholar, nor a member of
any Christian religious order. He was a
layperson, who first approached the Swami on
business-related issues rather than for
spiritual/religious reasons. He met the Swami
not as a representative of a religious group, but
as an officer of the British Colonial Service.
Unexpectedly, Main’s interest in and aspiration
to learning a Hindu mantra meditation was
triggered by the Swami’s spiritual presence—his
“peacefulness and calm wisdom”—which led
him to ask the Swami to take him as his
meditation student. 74 As a layperson, Main’s
manner of engaging in interreligious dialogue of
experience/practice was personal, spontaneous,
genuine, and humble.
Main has a unique place among those who
are involved in the field of the dialogue of
religious experience/practice. He not only
practiced an Eastern meditation practice for and
by himself, but also incorporated practical
elements of Hindu meditation to create a
Christian contemplative prayer method that
became very popular for other Christians.
Concerning the dynamics of “prayer” in the
context of interreligious relations, the World
Council of Churches, observes: “The
disadvantage may be that one remains a
bystander.” 75 However, Main exemplifies how a
Christian can participate in, and learn from,
other faith traditions’ contemplative practices,
and then bring one’s learning to bear positively
into one’s own religious tradition. His
involvement in the field of practical dialogue
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resulted in the creation of Christian Meditation,
which became a global Christian contemplative
prayer form.
John Main’s interreligious dialogue of
religious experience/practice prepared him to
later recognize and satisfy urgent spiritual
needs of Christians from the 1970’s onward, by
developing and sharing Christian Meditation
with others. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, many
Christians turned to Eastern spirituality because
there were no easily accessible contemplative
prayer forms in Christianity which could meet
their spiritual hunger. In response to this need,
Main was a significant figure in the development
of a simple, how-to, contemplative prayer
method. 76 In this development, his personal
exposure to, and committed practice of,
Satyananda’s mantra meditation enabled him (i)
to identify Cassian’s unceasing prayer as a
hidden treasure, something equivalent to a
Hindu mantra meditation in the Christian
tradition, (ii) to modify it in a way that is simple,
accessible, and appealing to contemporary
Christians, and (iii) to make it available to lay
Christians as well as religious and clerics. Main’s
life exemplifies how even one person’s
individual engagement in interreligious
dialogue can bear spiritual fruits which have a
significant and unexpected impact on her/his
entire religious community and tradition.
Today, thousands of people benefit from
Main’s pioneering interreligious encounter.
Supported by the World Community for
Christian Meditation, this contemplative
spirituality has approximately 3000 groups in
over 120 countries around the world. 77 It is a farreaching and global practice. It seems fair to say
that, to some extent, the practitioners of
Christian Meditation indirectly promote the
importance of interreligious dialogue, especially
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at the level of spiritual practice and experience.
The spirit of Main’s dialogue of religious

experience/practice continues to live through
the popular movement of Christian Meditation.
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On the Secondary Nature of Kaṁsa’s ‘Massacre
of the Innocents’ in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa
Ronald V. Huggins
Abstract: The Herod-like “massacre of the
innocents” of infants ten days old and younger
contemplated by Kaṁsa and his ministers in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa book 10, is not, as Ramakrishna
Gopal Bhandarker and other early Indologists
suggested, due to the influence of Christianity.
But it is a later embellishment on the developing
story of Kaṁsa’s consultation with his ministers.
This is seen in the fact that (1) the consultation
itself is absent from earlier accounts of the story,
(2) alternate accounts where the killing of
children is mentioned do not include the detail
about targeting infants ten days old and
younger, and (3) the decisions of the
consultation are not carried out in any
systematic way in what follows in the larger
narrative, which turns out to derive its shape
instead from a conversation between Viṣṇu and
the sage Nārada included in the Harivaṃśa but
left out of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa. The story of
Kaṁsa’s consultation with his ministers
originally arose as a response to the goddess
telling him that his killer had already been born,
a detail not present in certain early accounts. It
also serves in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa as a plotenhancement innovation extending the shadow
of Kaṁsa’s menacing presence over the entire
period of Kṛṣṇa’s youth.

THE story of King Kaṁsa as recorded in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa book 10 is well known not only
in India but also in the West. I first read the
story in the summer 1973 by flashlight in the
back of a VW microbus heading south and east
out of Tijuana, Mexico, across that vast expanse
of nowhere and nothing known as the Sonora
Desert. The story was in a copy of the first
volume of A. C. Bhaktivedānta Swami’s Kṛṣṇa, the
Supreme Personality of Godhead, plugged at the
beginning by the Beatle George Harrison. 1 I’d
bought the book earlier that day from a shavedheaded, saffron-robed Krishna devotee I’d met
on the streets of San Diego, California. At the
time I did not know who Bhaktivedānta Swami
was, but I did know George Harrison. And I also
knew who the “Krishnas” were.
I had
encountered them for the first time the summer
before at the first Rainbow Family Gathering of
the Tribes at Granby, Colorado. One day a
troupe of devotees had come up to the
Gathering, presumably from Denver, where they
had, and still have, a temple at 1400 Cherry
Street, and led a large crowd of us in kirtana for
what seemed like hours.
As I think back now to that night in the VW
microbus, I still remember distinctly how the
strangely enormous moon rose above and
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illuminated the lonely asphalt strip of Mexican
highway stretching off into the empty distances,
and how the mention of the massacre of
children under ten days old jumped right off the
page at me when I came to it in the book.
Although I would eventually become a professor
of New Testament, I had not yet read much in it
in those days. I did, however, know the story of
Herod. I knew it, I imagine, in pretty much the
same way many Hindus know the story of
Kaṁsa. It was a story that was sown into the
very fabric of the culture of my youth. As a child
I had once even designed the set for the
Christmas play at my public elementary school
and played the role of the innkeeper, who sang
his excuse of no-room-at-the-inn while sending
the equally musical Joseph and his pregnant
wife Mary away. Everyone knew about Herod, or
almost everyone, he was a part of Christmas
story: Three magi (kings in the popular version)
appear in Jerusalem from the east asking after
the new-born King of the Jews, whose recent
birth they had divined from the appearance of a
new star. King Herod, alarmed at the threat this
new king might pose to his throne, cunningly
and with bad intent instructs the Magi to return
when they find the child on the pretense that he
too wants to go and worship the new-born king.
But the Magi are warned in a dream not to do so
and return to their own country by another way.
Furious at being outwitted, Herod orders all the
boys in Bethlehem two years old and under to be
killed.
How similar the story I was now reading
seemed: Kaṁsa takes the reins of his sister
Devakī’s wedding carriage, and while they are
riding along, a disembodied voice informs him
that the eighth child of the woman he is
transporting is going to kill him (Bhāgavata
Purāṇa, henceforth ‘BhP’ 10.1.1.34). To avoid this
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happening Kaṁsa kills the first six of Devakī’s
and Vasudeva’s children, while the seventh
(Balarāma) is saved from his hand when its
embryo appears to miscarry but is actually
transferred to the womb of Vasudeva’s other
wife Rohiṇī (BhP 10.1.2.8 and 15).
When the prophesied eighth child (Kṛṣṇa) is
born, Vasudeva manages to switch him with the
new-born daughter of Yaśodā before Kaṁsa
discovers another birth has taken place (BhP
10.1.3.51). When he receives news that a girl
child is born to Devakī, Kaṁsa takes up the child
and dashes it against a rock in order to kill it. As
he does, the goddess Yogamāyā, who was
disguised as the girl child, rises up and rebukes
him: “You rascal, how can you kill me? The child
who will kill you is already born before me
somewhere within this world.” 2 But in telling
Kaṁsa this she is actually deceiving him. Kṛṣṇa
was not born somewhere else, but Kaṁsa will
only learn what really happened when the sage
Nārada tells him more than thirty chapters
later, after Kṛṣṇa has already killed a series of
shape-shifting demons, ending with the bull
demon Ariṣṭa (BhP 10.1.36.16-18). 3
Kaṁsa believes the goddess and, seeing no
further threat, releases Devakī and Vasudeva
from the imprisonment he had imposed upon
them. He then gathers his ministers to tell them
about Yogamāyā’s terrifying message. They
responded “Dear sir, let us now make
arrangements to kill all children who were born
within the last ten days in all towns, countries,
villages and pasturing grounds. Let us execute
this plan indiscriminately.” 4 (BhP 10.1.4.31).
It is hard to read this last statement and not
think of King Herod’s ordering the deaths of
children two years old and under in Bethlehem
after receiving news of Jesus’s birth in the New
Testament Gospel of Matthew (2:16).
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The influence of Bhaktivedānta Swami in
familiarizing the West with the story of King
Kaṁsa as presented in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa
cannot be underestimated. I have taken the
liberty to describe my own initial encounter
with his works because I consider it to be typical
of the experience of many of my generation.
Even Edwin F. Bryant, one of the few westerners
to undertake translating the Bhāgavata Purāṇa,
also encountered the work and the story of
Kṛṣṇa for the first time in Bhaktivedānta
Swami’s works. 5
And yet the parallels between the stories of
Kaṁsa and Herod were already well known in
the West long before Bhaktivedānta Swami
made his way down the gangplank of the Scindia
ship line’s Jaladuta and onto the New York pier
on 19 September 1965. 6 They had been noted in
the eighteenth century, and widely commented
upon ever since. 7 Indeed the parallel of the
order to kill children early became a linchpin
argument for trying to establish a real link
between the stories of Krishna and Christ.
Numerous explanations were offered, with
greater or lesser plausibility. Some appealed to
the parallel to prove that the story of Kaṁsa was
derived from that of Herod, 8 others, that the
story of Herod was derived from that of Kaṁsa, 9
and still others, that both stories represented
variations of some earlier myth, 10 or that they
arose independently from the Collective
Unconscious as a standard element in the
archetypal Hero’s Journey motif. 11 But we will
argue that both arose independently, each from
the soil its own historical, cultural, spiritual, and
literary context.
For Bhaktivedānta Swami, the question of
direction of dependence was never an issue,
since he dated the Bhāgavata Purāṇa to “just
prior to the beginning of the age of Kali (about
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five thousand years ago).” 12 The broader
scholarly community, however, now generally
dates it to “sometime after the 8th century C.E.” 13
Wendy Doniger, for example, puts it at around
950. 14 Overall, the bulk of earlier scholarly
discussions, especially in the West, but not only
in the West, tended to argue that the story of
Kaṁsa was derived from the story of Herod and
not the other way around. As Edwin F. Bryant
remarks:
The similarities between this story and that
of Herod in the New Testament caused some
early Indologists to suppose that the Hindus
had borrowed the narrative from early
Christian sources. Eventually, however, it
was pointed out that there was evidence to
prove that the Kṛṣṇa story predated the
common era. 15
But the real question is not whether the
Kṛṣṇa story as such predates the common era,
few, so far as I know, dispute that, but whether
the birth stories do, and more particularly
whether certain details of the birth stories do.
Prominent among the “early Indologists”
Bryant mentioned earlier was Ramakrishna
Gopal Bhandarkar (d. 1925) who argued that
some stories about Kṛṣṇa’s youth had been
imported from Christianity via a tribe known as
the Ābhīras who “must have migrated into the
country in the first century,” bringing with
them, “the worship of the boy-god [i.e., Jesus]
and the story of his humble birth, his reputed
father’s knowledge that he was not his son, and
the massacre of the innocents,” by which
Bhandarkar meant “Kaṁsa’s killing all
children.” 16
And indeed there is a “massacre of the
innocents” in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, in terms of
Kaṁsa’s killing Devakī’s children, but
Bhandarker was mistaken when he spoke
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generally of “Kaṁsa’s killing all children.” In the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, the suggestion that all
children ten days old and younger be killed was
the first of two proposals Kaṁsa’s demon
ministers set before him. But Kaṁsa chose the
second of their proposals not the first, namely
that the demon ministers try to disempower
Viṣṇu, and through him all the gods, by killing
“the brāhmaṇas, the ascetics, the reciters of the
Vedas, the performers of sacrifice and the cows,
who provide milk for sacrifice” (BhP 10.1.4.40).
Kaṁsa passes over the first proposal, that of
killing children ten days old and under, and
instead “decided that persecution of the
brāhmaṇas was the solution” (BhP 10.1.4.43). He
thus commands the demon ministers, who can
“assume any form at will…to engage in the
wholesale slaughter of saintly people” (BhP
10.1.4.44).
From what it says about Kaṁsa’s ministers
next, namely that “The deaths of these demons
were imminent” (BhP 10.1.4.45), we might be
intended to understand that, although not
specifically named, the demons being sent out in
disguise are the same ones that Kṛṣṇa
subsequently encounters one by one and kills,
namely Pūtanā disguised as a handsome woman
(BhP 10.1.6.4-17), Tṛṇāvarta as a whirlwind (BhP
10.1.7.20-28), an unnamed calf demon (BhP
10.1.11.41-43), 17 Baka as a crane (BhP 10.1.11.4751), Agha as a giant serpent (BhP 10.1.12.14-32),
Dhenuka as an ass (BhP 10.1.15.21-38), Pralamba
as a cowherd boy (BhP10.1.18.17-29), 18 and Ariṣṭa
as a bull (BhP 10.1.36.1-14). This understanding
is further reinforced by our being explicitly
informed when they encounter Kṛṣṇa that a
number of these demons had been sent by
Kaṁsa. 19
Yet these encounters took place over a
number of years rather than a few days. So, for
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example, Pūtanā was killed first, then, when
Kṛṣṇa was one year old, Tṛṇāvarta (BhP
10.1.26.26.6). After that, between killing
Tṛṇāvarta when he was one and lifting up Mount
Govardhana when he was seven, Kṛṣṇa and/or
Balarāma killed the unnamed calf demon, Baka,
Agha, Dhenuka, and Pralamba, leaving Ariṣṭa to
be killed sometime after the lifting up of the
mount (BhP 10.1.26.3).
The story of Kaṁsa’s consultation with his
ministers in its context in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa
raises questions of consistency regarding the
narrative. In the first place, although the reader
was privy to the fact that Kaṁsa’s killer (Kṛṣṇa)
was born at the same time as the infant girl
Kaṁsa dashes on the rock, Kaṁsa himself was
not. The goddess only said that his killer had
“already been born somewhere else,” without
providing any clue as to when. Whence then the
idea of killing children ten days old and
younger? In suggesting that solution, Kaṁsa’s
ministers seem to be acting on information
available to the reader but not to Kaṁsa, and
presumably not to them either. If it stood alone,
this difficulty might be set aside by suggesting
the narrator had never intended to explicitly
include everything the goddess told Kaṁsa, that
the timeframe might in fact have been given by
the goddess just not mentioned in the text. But
there is a second issue that is even more
incongruous, namely that in what follows as the
story unfolds, Kaṁsa’s demon ministers do not
end up carrying out either their suggested
massacre of infants or the commanded
“wholesale slaughter of saintly people.”
This article argues that these lapses are part
of a larger evidential picture showing that even
though it is true that “the Kṛṣṇa story [i.e., the
story of his childhood] predated the common
era,” as Bryant pointed out, 20 the same cannot be
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said about this particular episode of Kaṁsa’s
consulting with his demon ministers and
afterward sending them out to massacre
innocent children and/or saintly people. That
whole episode, which we shall henceforth refer
to simply as Kaṁsa’s “Demonic Ministers
Conference” (henceforth “DMC”), is of more
recent vintage, by which we mean that the DMC
was not a part of the story in its earliest tellings,
but arose quite naturally as a response to
another development in the story’s larger plot. 21
In certain early accounts the goddess does not tell
Kaṁsa that his killer has already been born, and
therefore poses an ongoing threat to Kaṁsa’s
life that needs to be dealt with. Without this
information there is no occasion for Kaṁsa to
assemble his demonic ministers to discuss
counteracting the threat, because he is not
aware that the threat is there. But as soon as the
goddess does tell Kaṁsa of the existence of the
threat, it becomes quite natural for him to
assemble his ministers as part of his course of
action in trying to counteract it. To see this
clearly, we need to start with earlier versions of
the Kṛṣṇa story.
The Harivaṃśa (450 CE) 22
In the Harivaṃśa, one of the earliest
accounts of the story of Kṛṣṇa’s childhood, the
DMC does not appear at all. Nor is there any
occasion provided for it in what is said during
Kaṁsa’s encounter with the goddess (in this case
Nidrā). She says nothing about his killer’s being
born elsewhere, but rather represents herself as
his killer:
O Kamsa! You tried to kill me. O Kamsa! You
raised me and violently flung me against a
rock. Therefore, when it is time for your
death and you are afflicted by your enemy, I
will tear apart your body with my hands and
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drink your warm blood (Harivaṃśa,
henceforth “HV” 48.34-35). 23
Kaṁsa reaction to these words was natural, he
“thought that she [the goddess] was his death”
(HV 48.37). André Couture emphasizes the
goddess’s agency in Kaṁsa’s death by adding the
words cause de to his translation of 48.37: “Après
son depart, Kamsa se rendit compte qu’elle
serait [cause de] sa mort,” i.e., she would be “the
cause of his death” rather than simply ‘his
death” 24 In the next verse Kaṁsa tells Devakī,
“To avoid my death, I destroyed your
babies…But it seems that my death will come
from some other source” (HV 48.38).
Nor is the DMC only absent from the 1969
Critical Edition of the Harivaṃśa and translations
based upon it. 25 It is also missing from older
editions, 26 including, for example, that of M. N.
Dutt, 27 and even the first translation of the work
into a European Language, namely the French
edition of M. A. Langlois. 28
And yet the account of the incident in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa is so familiar that it has
become easy for even the well-informed to take
for granted that other accounts of the story have
the same DMC presentation. This occurs most
ironically in an editor’s note in the Critical
Edition of the Harivaṃśa itself, where we read
that the goddess “pronounced to Kaṁsa that his
real enemy was growing elsewhere.” 29 But again,
she simply did not say that. Rather, as Benjamin
Preciado-Solís has pointed out “in fact the words
for ‘is already born’ do not appear in the text.” 30
Because there is no reference in the
goddess’s message to Kaṁsa’s killer being born
elsewhere, and no account of Kaṁsa’s
deliberation with his demon ministers
afterward, it is scarcely surprising that there is
also no reference to the shape-shifting demons
Kṛṣṇa encounters being sent by Kaṁsa between
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the place we would have expected to find the
DMC in the Harivaṃśa and the place seventeen
chapters later where Nārada reveals to the King
the truth about the switching of the babies (HV
65). The only connection made between any of
the demon ministers and Kaṁsa in the
Harivaṃśa is a reference to Pūtanā’s having been
his nursemaid (HV 50.20). 31
Bhāsa’s Bālacarita (c. 300 CE) 32
Another early account of Kṛṣṇa’s birth is the
play Bālacarita (henceforth “BC”) by the early
Indian dramatist Bhāsa. In Bhāsa’s telling it is
the seventh child of Devakī rather than the
eighth who is fated to kill Kaṁsa, 33 as he says
when he moves to kill the infant girl child: “this
is the seventh offspring risen from the power of
the sage’s curse. When this infant perishes,
peace will dawn upon me” (BC Act II, p. 261). 34 As
in other accounts, the goddess (here Kātyāyanī)
appears (this time with a retinue) and
announces: “I…have taken my re-incarnation in
the clan of Vasudeva for the ruination of Kansa’s
[=Kaṁsa’s] family” (BC Act II, p. 263). By telling
Kaṁsa that she will destroy his family, the
goddess successfully conceals from him the fact
that the real seventh son of Devakī, Kṛṣṇa, the
“slayer of Kansa,” is hidden away somewhere
else (BC Act I, p. 215). 35 As a result, there is no
DMC in Bhāsa’s play, and when Kṛṣṇa
encounters the demons and kills them in Act III,
no mention is made of their being sent by
Kaṁsa. 36
Thus, in two early accounts, the Harivaṃśa
and the Bālacarita, Kaṁsa is deceived by the
goddess into assuming that she will be the agent
of his death, not some child born elsewhere.
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Viṣṇu Purāṇa (450 CE) 37

The Viṣṇu Purāṇa moves us away from the
Harivaṃśa and Bālacarita and toward the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa in an interesting way. In this
work the goddess does inform Kaṁsa that his
killer lives: “What benefit have you derived, O
Kansa by hurling me to the ground. He is born,
who shall destroy thee” (Viṣṇu Purāṇa,
henceforth “VP” 5.3.24-29). 38 It also introduced a
version of the DMC in which Kaṁsa assembles
his demon ministers to give them instructions
after learning of his peril from the goddess. But
in contrast to the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, the
ministers in this case do not offer suggestions.
Kaṁsa, again as a way of disempowering the
gods, calls for the killing of those who are liberal
in making sacrifices. But there is no suggestion
in this text that all children under a certain age
should be killed. Instead Kaṁsa commands his
demon ministers to seek out and kill individual
extraordinary male children (VP 5.4, pp. 327-28).
But perhaps the most interesting feature of
the Viṣṇu Purāṇa’s account is its attempt to link
the DMC to Kṛṣṇa’s subsequent encounters with
demons by actually identifying those demons by
name as the ones who were present at Kaṁsa’s
DMC: “Kansa, greatly disturbed in mind, called
together all the leading Asuras...and said to
them…O ye, leading Asuras, Pralamba, Dhenuka,
Putana, Arishta, and all others, here my words”
(VP 5.4.1-2., p. 327). 39 This in contrast to the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, which does not name the
demon ministers present at the DMC. Beyond
this, the Viṣṇu Purāṇa does even less than the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa to integrate Kaṁsa’s DMC with
what follows in the story. It does not, for
example, keep informing its readers that the
demons Kṛṣṇa encounters and kills were sent by
Kaṁsa.
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The presentation of the Viṣṇu Purāṇa is also
followed in the Brahma Purāṇa, henceforth “BP”
2.73.31-32 (900-1350 CE) and the Devī Bhāgavata
Purāṇa, henceforth “DBP” 4.23.44-46; (1000-1350
CE). Both of these works have the goddess
informing Kaṁsa that his killer lives, and both
have a consultation afterward in which the
demons Kṛṣṇa will kill are named as being
present (BP 2.74.1; DBP 4.23.50-51). In neither
case, however, do the demon ministers make
suggestions. They only receive directives.
Like the Viṣṇu Purāṇa, the Brahma Purāṇa
does little to integrate the DMC with what comes
after, and the Devī Bhāgavata Purāṇa abbreviates
everything by having Kaṁsa figure out from the
beginning where his killer is hidden and sending
all the demons there, where they quickly meet
their end before Kaṁsa’s own death takes place
only a few lines later (DBP 4.24.5-12).
Interestingly, the Devī Bhāgavata Purāṇa comes
closest to presenting Kaṁsa’s orders in the way
it is usually thought to be presented in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa by having Kaṁsa actually
order the demons to “Kill anywhere the child
whom you see just born” (DBP 4.23.47-49). 40
To sum up, then, the fact that (1) not all
accounts have the DMC, (2) those that do differ
as to what precise course of action should be
taken to alleviate the threat to Kaṁsa’s life, and
(3) the suggestion about infants ten days old and
under being killed en masse is actually a
distinctive feature of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, all
point to the DMC itself and, more particularly,
the detail about killing infants en masse being
secondary to the original story.
Do Kaṁsa’s Agents Die in the Process of Hunting
Kṛṣṇa Down?
The secondary nature of Kaṁsa’s DMC in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, and, for that matter, in the
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Viṣṇu Purāṇa and the Brahma Purāṇa, is also
evident when approaching the issue from the
perspective of the larger development of the
narrative. In none of these accounts is it obvious
that Kṛṣṇa’s encounters with the various shapeshifting demons occurs as the result of their
carrying out a command to hunt down and kill
children. To put this another way, Kaṁsa’s DMC
in no way provides the controlling, organizing
narrative idea that governs the development of
scenes and settings in which Kṛṣṇa encounters
the various shape-shifting demons in the
interim between Kaṁsa’s DMC and his death at
the hand of Kṛṣṇa in the arena.
Pūtanā and Pralamba: Two of the stories in
the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, though not explicitly
presented as such, might seem to represent a
playing out of a command given at Kaṁsa’s
DMC. Pūtanā and Pralamba, who both seem to
show up out of nowhere, might be understood as
having been sent to try to kill Kṛṣṇa in the
former case and Balarāma in the latter. But the
stories of some of the other demons, such as
Ariṣṭa and Dhenuka, clearly do not. The
Bhāgavata Purāṇa does say of Pūtanā that she was
“dispatched by Kaṃsa,” and that she went about
killing children (BhP 10.1.6.2). But it is not clear
that this has anything to do with an order to
seek out children in particular as a way to kill
Kṛṣṇa. We know this, first of all, because in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa Kaṃsa gave no such order. His
instruction was to persecute the brāhmaṇas.
Killing children was simply what Pūtanā was in
the habit of doing (BhP 10.1.6.82). That such is
the case is suggested, as Benjamin Preciado-Solís
points out, by the fact that Pūtanā is described
in “the Viṣṇu Purāṇa and the Bhāgavata Purāṇa as
a ‘child-killer’ and by a verse included in the
Viṣṇu Purāṇa: ‘That [child] to whom Pūtanā gives
her breast in the night, of that child the body is
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killed in an instant.’ 41 This indicates that Pūtanā
was in the habit of killing children in general
and that Kṛṣṇa was just another victim in her
career.” 42 We see this as well in the Devī
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, where Pūtanā’s specialization
in killing infants is also acknowledged: “Let
Pūtanā, expert in killing children go today to
Nanda’s Gokula” (DBP 4.23.50). 43
Ariṣṭa: The Bhāgavata Purāṇa implies that
Ariṣṭa the bull demon was among those sent by
Kaṁsa (BhP 10.1.36.18, cf. 10.1.36.13-34), and he
is named as being present at the DMC in the
Viṣṇu Purāṇa (VP 5.4.1-2) and Brahma Purāṇa (BP
2.74.2). And yet when Ariṣṭa shows up in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa he is not looking for children
to kill, but rather harassing the cows and
terrifying the community of cowherds. The
people cry for Kṛṣṇa’s help and he confronts
Ariṣṭa saying, “Why have you terrified these
cowherders and animals in my presence? You
fool! I am the chastiser of evildoers like you, O
worst of miscreants” (BhP 10.1.36.7-8). Enraged,
Ariṣṭa, attacks Kṛṣṇa and is killed. Ariṣṭa was not
looking for Kṛṣṇa. It was Kṛṣṇa who drew
Ariṣṭa’s attention away from others and into a
confrontation with himself (cf. HV 64, VP 5.14, BP
2.81). 44
Dhenuka: The Viṣṇu Purāṇa, Brahma Purāṇa,
and the Devī Bhāgavata Purāṇa all present the assdemon Dhenuka as having been present at
Kaṁsa’s DMC and included in the command to
go seek out and destroy his recently born killer
(VP 5.4.2; BP 2.74.2; DBP 4.23.47-51).
A uniform feature of accounts of the
incident is that Dhenuka was not looking for
Kṛṣṇa and Balarāma. Rather, Kṛṣṇa and
Balarāma, attracted by the pleasant smell of the
fruit, entered Dhenuka’s jealously guarded
grove of Palmyra trees (BhP 10.1.15.22-38, cf. HV
57.12-23; BC Act III, p. 273; VP 5.8, p. 340; BP
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2.78.1-14). They shook the trees and as the fruit
hit the ground Dhenuka heard the sound,
attacked them, and was killed by Balarāma.
Curiously, the Bhāgavata Purāṇa does not
explicitly say that Dhenuka was sent by Kaṁsa.
Perhaps its restraint was due to how obvious it
was in the standard telling that Dhenuka was not
being cast in the role of one of Kaṁsa’s demon
assassins.
A Governing Narrative Framework?
If it was not Kaṁsa’s DMC that sets the stage
for Kṛṣṇa’s encounters with the demons Pūtanā,
Tṛṇāvarta, the unnamed calf demon, Baka, Agha,
Dhenuka, Pralamba, and Ariṣṭa, what does? We
find the answer in a conversation between the
sage Nārada and Viṣṇu in Harivaṃśa 44-45.
Nārada informs Viṣṇu that a number of the
demons he had previously killed in the
Tārakāmaya war had been reborn on the earth
and were again causing trouble there (HV
44.61,75). He exhorts Viṣṇu to take a body and go
to earth to deal with them once again. Nārada
tells Viṣṇu what each of them is up to and/or
where they can be found. The powerful
Kalanemi, Nārada explains, was reborn as Kaṁsa
(HV 44.60-61), Khara as Dhenuka, who “dwells in
a forest of palm trees and exterminates all the
people who come there” (HV 44.72), Lamba as
Pralamba, who “dwells in a banyan tree in the
Bhandira forest” (HV 44.71), and Ariṣṭa, who is
not said to be reborn but rather to have
“assumed the form of a bull, bearing enmity
towards cows” (HV 44.69). 45
When Nārada finishes speaking, Viṣṇu
answers that he already knows what Nārada had
told him about the demons he had killed, and
also about Pūtanā and Kāliya “who can be seen
inside a pool in Yamuna.” (These two Nārada
hadn’t mentioned [HV 45.6-7]). And then Viṣṇu
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assures Nārada that he is indeed intending to
take a body to go and destroy these demons. And
so, once Viṣṇu is born as Kṛṣṇa, we see him
encountering the demons and dealing with
them one by one in the places and/or under the
circumstances described in his conversation
with Nārada.
It was this discussion between Nārada and
Viṣṇu, in a work likely written before any
version of the DMC had been thought of, that
provided the organizing narrative framework
governing the presentation of Kṛṣṇa’s
encounters with the shape-shifting demons in
the Harivaṃśa and then ultimately in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa itself.
This makes sense, for example, of the
behavior of Ariṣṭa and Dhenuka in the Bhāgavata
Purāṇa. In the Harivaṃśa, Nārada described
Ariṣṭa as “bearing enmity towards cows” (HV
44.69), and of Dhenuka as dwelling “in a forest of
palm [palmyra] trees and exterminating people
who come there” (HV 44.72). In each case that is
precisely what we find these two figures doing
when Kṛṣṇa encounters them in the Bhāgavata
Purāṇa.
Further, when Pralamba seems to appear
out of nowhere in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, it is
partly because the context cues provided at the
level of the Harivaṃśa had become blurred.
Nārada had said that Pralamba “dwells in a
banyan tree in the Bhandira forest” (HV 44.71).
In the Harivaṃśa’s account of the death of
Pralamba we learn that while carrying
Balarāma, the demon “exhibited his own form,
which was like the banyan tree Bhandira” (HV
58.25). The allusion can very easily be missed,
however, when all we read in the Bhāgavata
Purāṇa is that “the boys were led by Kṛṣṇa to a
banyan tree called Bhāndīraka” (BhP 10.1.18.22).
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What appears to have happened then was
that the stories of Kṛṣṇa’s encounters with the
demons passed over more or less intact from the
Harivaṃśa to the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, but the
orienting conversation between Nārada and
Viṣṇu in Harivaṃśa 44-45, which provided them
with their plot reference point and narrative
framework, was lost sight of. This effectively left
the reader of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa to try to make
sense of the encounters as somehow flowing
from the decisions made and directives issued at
Kaṁsa’s DMC.
Whence Kaṁsa’s DMC?
As noted earlier, an occasion for the DMC
follows very naturally on the heels of a change
in the message of the goddess. In the Harivaṃśa,
Kaṁsa comes away from his encounter with the
goddess believing that she would be the agent of
his death (HV 48.37). It was a reasonable surmise
after her telling him that she would personally
“tear apart [his] body with [her] hands and drink
[his] warm blood” (HV 48.35). 46 That it had
indeed been the intent of the goddess in the
Harivaṃśa to successfully deceive Kaṁsa can be
seen during the planning stages where Viṣṇu
stressed the importance of the success of their
joint ruse: “By confounding Kamsa, you will alone
save the universe. When I come of age, I will
myself kill Kamsa” (HV 47.56). 47
One of the narrative consequences of having
the ruse be entirely successful, as it was in the
Harivaṃśa (and in Bhāsa’s Bālacarita), is that the
role of Kaṁsa as a character in the unfolding
story essentially comes to a full stop after his
meeting with the goddess, so that it is only much
later, when Nārada visits him again and tells him
about the switching of the babies, that he, as it
were, gets reactivated as an endangering
presence in the story.
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But what if at some point someone felt it
would enhance the plot to keep Kaṁsa
“activated” as a menacing shadow running in
the background right through the period of
Kṛṣṇa’s youthful adventures? All that would be
necessary to accomplish that would be to have
the goddess, during her confrontation with
Kaṁsa, let slip the fact that Kaṁsa’s killer had
been born and was living elsewhere. Once that
was done, the occasion for some form of the
DMC would emerge naturally, indeed almost
necessarily, as the next step in the developing
plot. Kaṁsa has learned that the one who is to
kill him is out there somewhere. What will his
next step be? Will he act alone to try to save
himself, or in concert with others? Kaṁsa’s
calling together his demon ministers, consulting
with them, instructing them what to do, and
then sending them out to do it, is perhaps as
reasonable a plot solution as any. 48
Conclusion
The suggestion that children under ten days
old be killed in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa’s DMC, was
not Kaṁsa’s idea, was not ordered by him, was
not described as being systematically carried

out, does not fit well in its larger narrative
context, and does not appear in the same form
in the parallel accounts we have surveyed. Its
secondary character therefore seems, in our
view at least, quite certain. Our examination of
the larger incident (the DMC) in which that
detail appears, suggests that it came to be
included quite naturally in response to the inner
logic of the developing story itself. Because that
is so, seeking an explanation for the
development in the borrowing of the story from
a more remote source, such as the story of Herod
in the New Testament, makes no sense
whatsoever. At the same time, the texts that do
include the DMC are far too late to have
influenced the Herod story in the second
chapter of the Gospel of Matthew. In short,
Hemchandra Raychaudhuri was right when he
said: “No one can help being struck by the points
of resemblance between the story of the child
Kṛishṇa and that of the child Christ. When one
investigates, however, one finds that the
hypothesis of a plagiarism rests on a weak
basis.” 49 The best solution, therefore, is to
consider the two stories as arising
independently.
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Readers in Biblical Studies 4; ed. David E. Orton;
Leiden, Boston, Köln: E. J. Brill, 1999): 204-25.
Reprinted from Novum Testamentum 34 (1992): 122. https://doi.org/10.1163/156853692X0031.
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The dates given for the documents
discussed here come mainly from Wendy
Doniger, On Hinduism (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2014), xviii-xix, keeping in mind the
caution expressed by Edwin F, Bryant:
The Purāṇas are a fluid body of literature
that went on transforming along the
centuries through the process of
transmission and adaption. These texts
were composed for oral recitation, often in
specific ritualistic contexts, and their
reciters openly modified them in
accordance with time and place as well as
sectarian considerations.
Accordingly,
there are several versions of most Purāṇas,
some of them differing considerably,
making the construction of critical editions
a daunting prospect (“The Date and
Provenance of the Bhāgavata Purāna and
the Viakuntha Permāl Temple,” Journal of
Vaishnava Studies 11.1 [2002]: 51).
23
Unless otherwise noted, the English
translation used is Harivamsha (trans. Bibek
Debroy; New York and London: Penguin Books,
2016).
24
See the explanation of André Couture,
L'enfance de Krishna: Traduction des chapitres 30 à
78 (éd. cr.) (pref. Anne-Marie Esnoul; Paris: Les
Éditions du Cerf / Quebec City, QC: l’Université
Laval, 1991), 195, n. 9.
25
The Harivamsa: For the First Time Critically
Edited (2 vols.; ed. Parashuram Lakshman
Vaidya; The Bhandarkar Oriental Research
Institute, 1969).
26
Which contained a great deal more
material. On the comparative sizes, see
Ekkehard Lorenz, “The Harivamsa: The Dynasty
of Krishna,” in Bryan, Krishna: A Sourcebook, 95 &
107, nn. 4-5.
22
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A Prose English Translation of the Harivamsha
(trans. Manmatha Nath Dutt; Calcutta: H. C. Dass,
Elysium Press, 1897), 257 & 259 (59.43-44, 61-65).
28
Harivamsha ou historie de la Famille de Hari (2
vols.; trans. M. A. Langlois; Paris: The Oriental
Translation Fund of Great Britain and Ireland,
1834-1835), 1.271-272.
29
Harivamsa: First Time Critically Edited, 1.794.
30
Personal communication from Benjamin
Preciado-Solís to the author (Sept 18, 2013),
clarifying a note that might seem to suggest that
the words were included in the Harivaṃśa in his
The Kṛṣṇa Cycle in the Purāṇas (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1984), 55, col. 2, n. 1.
31
Appearing in this case in the form of a bird.
32
Dating Bhāsa is difficult, but since he is
spoken of as a long-established figure in the
prologue to the playwright Kālidāsa’s
Mālavikāgnimitram, we at least know he was
earlier than Kālidāsa. The latter is usually dated
to the fourth and fifth century C.E., though that
dating too is not without difficulties. In any case
Bhāsa may well be the earliest of the texts
discussed.
33
As opposed to the eighth, as in the BhP
10.1.1.34 and HV 47.10.
34
English translation: Bhāsa’s Two Plays
Avimāraka & Bālacarita with an English
Translation and Exhaustive Verbatim Commentary
(trans. & ed. Bak Kunbae; appreciation, S.
Radhakrishnan;
Delhi:
Meharchand
Lachhmandas, 1968).
35
As the goddess leaves Kaṁsa’s presence
she says to her companions: “We shall go down
to the hamlet, disguised as cowherds, in order to
experience the childhood exploits of Lord
Viṣṇu” (BC Act II, p. 265). There is no indication
in what follows that Kaṁsa overheard the
remark.
27
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They appear in the following order:
Pūtanā (disguised as Nanda’s wife), which takes
place when Kṛṣṇa is ten days old (BC Act III,. 271),
Śakaṭa (as a personified cart), Yamala and
Arjuna (two arjuna trees in other versions),
Pralambha (killed by Balarāma), Dhenuka, Keśin,
and Ariṣṭa.
37
Doniger considers the Viṣṇu Purāṇa to be
“one of the earliest Puranas” (Against Dharma:
Dissent in the Ancient Indian Sciences of Sex and
Politics [New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 2018], 142). Yet its presentation of the
DMC is more closely aligned with later Purāṇas
than with the Harivamsa and Bhāsa’s Bālacarita.
38
English translation: A Prose English
Translation of the Vishnupuranam: Based on
Professor H. H. Wilson’s Translation (trans.
Manmatha Nath Dutt; Calcutta: H. C. Dass,
Elysium Press, 1896).
39
Keśi is also mentioned, but in most
accounts he is sent out after Nārada tells Kaṁsa
what really happened (VP 5.4.1, c.f. 5.15.1-3 and
5.15.9; BhP 10.1.37.1 and 10.1.36.16-18; BP 2.82.14 and 2.82.22).
40
The Śrimad Devī Bhāgavatam I (The Sacred
Books of the Hindus XXVII, pt. I; trans. Swami
Vijnananda; New Dehli: Cosmo, [1915]), 340.
41
Preciado-Solís’ brackets. Also, cf. BP 2.75.8.
42
Preciado-Solís, The Kṛṣṇa Cycle, 57. In
footnote 8 on the same page, Preciado-Solís adds
that “Belief in Pūtanā as a destroyed of small
children must have been widespread. Pūtanā
occurs as the name of some of the nine grahas
causing diseases in infants.” The remark was
made in response to Monier Monier-Williams’
defining “Pūtanā” in part as, “N[ame]. of a
female demon (said to cause a partic[ular].
disease in children…)” and “a kind of disease in
a child (ascribed to the demon P[ūtanā]).
(Monier
Monier-Williams,
Sanskṛit-English
36
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Dictionary [new edition, with collaboration of E.
Leumann and C. Cappeller, et al.; New Dehli:
Munshiram Manoharlal, 1981 (orig. Oxford:
Clarendon, 1899), 641 col. 2]).
43
Śrimad Devī Bhāgavatam I, 340.
44
In almost all these accounts Ariṣṭa’s main
interest is in making trouble for the cows and
cowherd community. Interestingly the only
account that has Ariṣṭa looking for Kṛṣṇa is BC
Act III, p. 281, where the the bull demon actually
asks the whereabouts of “Nanda’s son.” The
Viṣṇu Purāṇa does include, by way of linking the
incident with Kaṁsa’s directive, Ariṣṭa
harassing not only the cows and bulls and the
cowherd, but also the ascetics.
45
Nārada further mentions as being in this
same group demons who try to kill Kṛṣṇa after
Kaṁsa learned from this same Nārada what
happened with the switching of the babies.
These included Hayagriva reborn as Keśī, who
“‘skilled in neighing...sports a mane…resides in
Vrindavana, devouring the flesh of men,” and
Varāha and Kiśora, who “reborn as the wrestlers
Cāṇūra and Muṣṭika...are found in the arena.”
(HV 44.73). After learning that Kṛṣṇa was the
prophesied eighth child of Devakī, Kaṁsa sends
out the horse demon Keśī to destroy him (HV
67.3; BhP 10.1.37.1), and then pits the wrestlers
Cāṇūra and Muṣṭika against Kṛṣṇa and Balarāma
(HV 75; BhP 10.1.44).
46
See the translation variations offered in
Preciado-Solís (The Kṛṣṇa Cycle, 55), which, in any
case, still present the goddess as acting agent.
47
Italics mine.
48
Perhaps constructed on the basis of the
Harivaṃśa passage in which Kaṁsa’s
reincarnated associates from the Tārakāmaya
war were urged by him to “strike all those who
abuse our side,” and “Find out about the
progress of all those who are expecting on
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earth.” In the Harivaṃśa it is Nārada (rather
than a disembodied voice) that informs Kaṁsa
of Viṣṇu’s plan to be born as the eighth child of
Devakī in order to kill him. The above command
was given as soon as that information was
received (HV 46.27). If that passage was the
source, it would account in a fairly
straightforward manner for the form of Kaṁsa’s
DMC found in the Viṣṇu Purāṇa and associated
accounts. The form of the story found in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, then, would simply represent

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020

a variation in which (1) the names of the demon
ministers at the consultation were dropped in
favor of noting that particular ones Kṛṣṇa
encountered had been sent by Kaṁsa, and then
(2) by the shift from having the demons seek out
only extraordinary male children with no
particular timeline in view, with the suggestion
that they kill all the children ten days old and
under.
49
Raychaudhuri, Materials, 145.
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2020 Annual Meetings Sessions
Society for Hindu-Christian Studies
December 2 and 3

Annual Meetings
The society's annual meetings are normally held in conjunction with the annual meetings of the
American Academy of Religion. Please consult the AAR web site for details as to location, housing, and
the like.
The format of our meetings typically consists of two sessions, the first on Friday evening and the other
on Saturday, Sunday, or Monday, with a business meeting (open to all members) in the final half hour of
the second meeting.
Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Society’s 2020 Annual Meeting sessions will be held online.

2020 Annual Meeting Program
Wednesday, December 2
9:00-11:30 am EST
Theme: Politics and Religions in India: Religious Freedom for all Citizens of India
Panelists:
Edward Ulrich (University of St. Thomas), “The Emergence of the Rhetoric of Hindu-Muslim
Strife in India’s Independence Movement,”
Jose Abraham (Fuller Theological Seminary). “Victimization and Ghettoization: A Girardian
Reading of Recent Communal Violence in Delhi”
Anant Rambachan (Saint Olaf University), “Savarkar and Indian Identity”
Fuad S. Naeem (University of St. Thomas), “Examining the Roots of Religious Conflict in Modern
South Asia: British Colonialism and Hindu-Muslim Polemics”
Chad Bauman (Butler University), “Constraining the Majority: Religious Freedom, ‘Essential
Practices,’ and the Government Administration of Temples in India”
Responding: Michael T. McLaughlin (Old Dominion University)
Contact: Michael T. McLaughlin at: mtmclaug@odu.edu
To be followed by: Society for Hindu-Christian Studies Business Meeting

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies 33 (2020): 91-93

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1780

94

Staff: Volume 33, Full Contents

92 2020 Annual Meeting Sessions
Thursday, December 3
3:00-5:00 pm EST
Theme: The Significance of Sri Ramakrishna for Hindu-Christian Studies: New Perspectives
Panelists:
Jeffrey Long (Elizabethtown College), “Ramakrishna’s Anekānta/Vijñāna Vedānta as a
Resource for Hindu-Christian Studies.”
Rita Sherma (The Graduate Theological Union), “The Methodology of Bengal Bhakti in
Ramakrishna’s Contemplative Praxis.”
Christopher Conway (College of St. Benedict and St. John’s University), “From Compassion
to Service: Sri Ramakrishna’s Love of God and Swami Vivekananda’s Love of Neighbor.”
Pravrajika Vrajaprana (Vedanta Society of Southern California), “How Does an Avatar
Behave Toward Women?”
Responding: Reid Locklin (University of Toronto)
Contact: Reid Locklin at reid.locklin@utoronto.ca

Past Annual Meetings
2019 San Diego, CA
2018 Denver, CO
2017 Boston, MA
2016 San Antonio, TX
2015 Atlanta, Georgia
2014 San Diego, California
2013 Baltimore, Maryland
2012 Chicago, Illinois
2011 San Francisco, California
2010 Atlanta, Georgia
2009 Montréal, Quebec
2008 Chicago, Illinois
2007 San Diego, California
2006 Washington, D.C.
2005 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
2004 San Antonio, Texas
2003 Atlanta, Georgia
2002 Toronto, Ontario
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2001 Denver, Colorado
2000 Nashville, Tennessee
1999 Boston, Massachusetts
1998 Orlando, Florida
1997 San Francisco, California
1996 New Orleans, Louisiana
1995 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
1994 Chicago, Illinois
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BOOK REVIEWS
Meaning and Method in Comparative Theology. By Catherine Cornille.
Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2020, vii + 214 pages.
CATHERINE CORNILLE’S recent book adds to a
burgeoning literature on the discipline of
comparative theology, specifically as the field
has developed in the last couple of decades. Her
stated aim in the volume is to stimulate critical
reflection on some fundamental methodological
questions, and in this she surely succeeds. I
found myself stopping repeatedly throughout
the text to ponder where my own work would sit
within the conceptual landscapes she maps out,
and was especially stimulated by her frequent
applications of theoretical distinctions to
particular texts and practitioners. As well as
providing the impetus for this sort of
constructive and creative reflection, Cornille’s
Meaning and Method offers an extremely lucid
survey of the whole terrain of comparative
theology and points towards various routes
down which the discipline might travel in the
future. As such, this book will be a valuable
resource both for experienced scholars (by
inviting them to reflect on their own work) and
for those new to the discipline who want an
overview of what comparative theology is all
about.
Cornille sees comparative theology as a
synthesis of religious studies (due to its
appreciation of the complexity and diversity of
religious traditions, and its focus on particular
texts, teachings, and practices) and theology
(since it is concerned with questions of ultimate
reality and truth). Indeed, she contends that
“…the reality of religious growth and change
through engaging the teachings and practices of

other religions is as old as the history of
religions” (1), and, in this sense, comparative
theology “…forms an integral part of every
religious and theological tradition” (1). What
motivates Cornille’s book (and others like it in
recent years) is the variety of different
conceptions of the nature and goals of
comparative theology evident in the work of its
practitioners and, increasingly, in their metareflections on what the discipline is (or should
be) about.
While not seeking to offer a strict set of
necessary and sufficient conditions, Cornille
attempts in Ch.1 to define comparative
theology. She does this, first of all, by loosely
distinguishing it from (comparative) religious
studies (she has in mind figures like F. MaxMüller and J.F. Clarke) in terms both of approach
(descriptive and secular in RS versus normative
and committed in CT) and goals (supposedly
disinterested scholarship in RS versus a search
for theological truth in CT or – perhaps less
controversially, a greater understanding of
religion versus a greater understanding of God).
While she shows that the boundaries between
these disciplines are often more porous than
their practitioners might like to pretend, the
basic difference she highlights is between the
ostensible neutrality/objectivity of the ‘old’
CT/RS, and the explicit acknowledgement in the
‘new’ CT of its normative commitments
precisely as the means of avoiding the bias of its
19th century predecessor (even if the actual
methods – accurate historical understanding of
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other religions in their diversity and
development - are similar).
She then distinguishes within comparative
theology between ‘confessional’ CT (which is
practised from within a tradition and oriented
toward the self-understanding of that tradition
– seen pre-eminently in the work of Francis
Clooney) and ‘meta-confessional’ CT (which uses
the teachings and practices of different religions
to pursue a more universal truth – as in, for
example, Jerry Martin’s ‘Theology Without
Walls’). I think it is fair to say that Cornille’s
preference for confessional CT comes through in
the volume, but the reasons for this – clearly
explained – will in themselves stimulate
discussion with those who favour a more metaconfessional approach. In any case, she
concedes that this difference is often one more
of degree than kind.
In Ch.2, Cornille addresses the vexed
question of the relation between comparative
theology and theology of religions, and suggests
that CT “…presupposes an implicit or explicit
conception of the presence and the status of
truth in other religions in general or in a
particular religion,” (43) even if some
practitioners of CT claim to set the question of
theology of religions to one side. She helpfully
draws the links between this chapter and the
previous one, by pointing out that what divides
confessional
and
meta-confessional
comparative theologians is quite likely to be
their (stated or unstated) epistemological stance
– usually ‘inclusivist’ for those operating within
the context of a particular tradition and
‘pluralist’ for those working outside
confessional boundaries.
Ch.3 is about the hermeneutics of
comparative theology, which Cornille sees as “a
complex interplay between seeing the other
through oneself and seeing oneself through the
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
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other…” (80). Much like interreligious dialogue,
there are potential risks and rewards to this
dialectical endeavour, but Cornille offers a bold
defence of CT against the dangers of hegemony
and colonialism, as the patient, attentive
learning involved means that (ideally), “the
comparative theologian…approaches the other
religion not from a position of power, but from
a position of vulnerability, and with an openness
to recognizing the superiority of the other
religion in certain areas of religious thought or
practice” (105). Indeed, her mention of practice
here is an important reminder that one area
where CT could develop in interesting ways is by
moving beyond its hitherto predominant focus
on texts to a participatory engagement in the
religious life of the other.
In the penultimate chapter, Cornille
delineates the different sorts of learning which
may arise in the comparative process – from
‘intensification’ and ‘reaffirmation’ of the
meaning and truth of one’s own religious ideas
and experiences, to ‘rectification’ of
misunderstandings of the other and ‘recovery’
of neglected or forgotten aspects in one’s own
tradition. This conceptual survey is sure to
stimulate just the sort of critical reflection on
one’s own practice which Cornille sets out to
provoke.
The book closes with a chapter which might
be of particular interest to emerging scholars of
comparative theology as they seek to find their
place within faculties and departments, and
within the academy as a whole. Here, Cornille
explores the relation between CT and
‘mainstream’ (i.e. biblical, historical, systematic,
philosophical, etc.) confessional theology, and
addresses practical (e.g. how should
comparative theologians organise themselves
into research clusters and under what sorts of
conference headings) as well as theoretical (e.g.
98
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is CT a distinct discipline or merely a particular
approach) questions. Her conclusion, in brief, is
that CT shares the same goal of ‘faith seeking
understanding’ with other ‘classical’ areas of
theology, but differs in the material it engages –
i.e. the textual and ritual data of other religious
traditions.
Readers of this journal may be especially
interested in Cornille’s reflections on why CT as
it has developed so far is predominantly
Christian (though she sees no particular reason
why it should be in the future) and in the
important implications of postcolonialism for

CT – not least as this relates to the contentious
category of ‘Hinduism’ in ‘Hindu-Christian’
comparative theology. In summary, Cornille has
done a great service to the discipline by writing
a book which will stimulate reflection and
discussion amongst experienced practitioners,
as well as offering a ‘textbook’ introduction to
the field (the detailed endnotes to each chapter
and extensive bibliography are extremely
helpful) for those less familiar with it.
Daniel Soars
Eton College

Learning from Other Religious Traditions: Leaving Room for Holy Envy. Edited
by Hans Gustafson. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, xv +
186 pp.
THE phrase “holy envy” has long been part of a
standard trope in the narratives of spiritual
seekers describing their attraction for aspects of
doctrine, ritual, or experience found in the
“religious other.” Part of the phrase’s appeal is
in its wistfulness. It expresses the desire for
another religion ineluctably destined to remain
“other,” yet there is in that desire a real
encounter with that very dimension of
otherness in the search for religious wholeness
and completion. Hans Gustafson, Director of the
Jay Phillips Center for Interfaith Learning,
edited a volume of essays to thematize this
category more explicitly and articulate how
“holy envy” draws scholars and practitioners
beyond the limits of their own religious
traditions. The late New Testament scholar and
Lutheran Bishop Krister Stendahl’s coinage of
the phrase, dating from a public statement
issued in support of the construction of a LatterDay Saints temple in Stockholm, provides
historical context and rootedness for the
Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020

evocative metaphor. In the foreword, eminent
scholar of inter-religious theology Paul Knitter
ties Stendahl’s use of the term within the latter’s
epochal project of overcoming Christian
supersessionism in Christian-Jewish relations,
and by extension, other religions. Knitter offers
a suggestive and compelling attempt to
systematize Stendahl’s vision of nonsupersessionism and the more positive concept
of “holy envy” to contemporary Christian
theology. It is unclear, however, whether such a
“Rubicon-crossing” paradigm shift is necessary
for those whose experience is best described by
“holy envy,” or whether Stendahl’s use of the
term is most aptly tied to his ground-breaking
work in Christian-Jewish relations. There, the
priority was exegetical exploration and
contemporary social-historical consciousness
and praxis, rather than a felt sense of
connection to a dimension of contemporary
Jewish synagogue worship, for example. Both
may have emerged from a consistent spiritual
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and theological stance, but in different ways and
for different reasons.
Gustafson’s “Suppressing the Mosquitoes’
Cough: An Introduction to Holy Envy” is a
programmatic introduction that situates the
concept of “holy envy” in the context of the
essays of the book. He also shares an experience
of grief and loss where his family began to
gather in a way evocative of the Jewish practice
of sitting shiva, which for Gustafson was made
explicit in media res, yet in a way that activated
a kind of “holy envy” for an analogous tradition
in Christianity. The chapter also introduces the
reader to “holy envy” as both a metaphorical
symbol of personal engagement with the
“religious other” and an entryway into a more
precise hermeneutical engagement with other
religions. This is at times a tension in the book,
as the richness of “holy envy” as an experiential
event is sometimes limited by its function as
prelude to a constructive theological project.
Nonetheless, the critical value of “holy envy”
resides in the way its paradox of immediacy and
remoteness is protective of the other, whose
internal mystery and identity defies easy
attempts at appropriation and demands the
dignity of what Panikkar called inter-independence. At the same time, there is real
transformation, as one’s own religious and
spiritual recommitments are re-appropriated in
ethical ways that nonetheless evince a trace of
that which remains “envied,” thereby serving as
an ongoing catalyst for re-calibrating one’s
stance toward self, others, and Reality.
Parts of the book read like a collection of
essays in comparative theology, and at times, it
is difficult to distinguish whether “holy envy” is
simply a cipher for comparative or
interreligious learning. At other points, the
essays depart from the more decidedly
scholastic approach into personal reflection and
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
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reminiscences, often revealing how that which
is “envied” is the result of spontaneity, surprise,
and struggle, rather than a well-developed and
pre-determined
religious
appetite
and
sensibility. Tracy Sayuki Tiemeir’s “The Ritual of
Everyday Life: Hindu Women’s Rituals,
Mujerista Theology, and the Catholic Theology
of Gender,” and Harrison Blum’s “Buddhists, Get
Your Prayer On: Reflections on Christian
Spontaneous Prayer by a Buddhist Chaplain” in
particular witness to a process of finding in the
“religious other” a spiritual resource that both
challenges and enhances not only one’s own
spiritual practice and discipline, but relational
and communal dynamics within their religious
social bodies. This is not in reference to
community as a tradition of received teaching
but rather in how religious and spiritual power
is mediated and shared among gendered
persons, religious others, insiders and outsiders.
Another essay of interest for this readership is
John Y Cha’s “A Hindu Gift of Bestowal:
Sankara’s Concept of Grace in a Buddhist
Context,” where the meaning and function of
theistic categories like “grace” is explored
within strictly nondual philosophical and
theological accounts of reality.
The book is coherently organized aside from
the curious absence of an essay on Chinese
Jewish monotheism that is mentioned in the
introduction but does not appear in the volume.
Gustafson’s musing on Taoist spirituality toward
the end of that same introduction would have
been a welcome chapter in its own right. There
is also a laudable representation of various
religious and spiritual voices across
contextualized identities interacting with lesser
featured religious traditions beyond the more
familiar inter-religious couplets and pairings. A
small weakness of the book is that it does not
adequately phenomenologically describe and
100

Staff: Volume 33, Full Contents

98 Book Reviews
reckon with the event of “holy envy” itself. One
wonders what difference it would make if the
focus was less about the gnoseological outcome
of “holy envy” than the interior process itself
that may disclose data for mystical and
theological reflection. Stendahl’s remarks on
“holy envy” as events where we “recognize
something in another tradition that is beautiful
but not in ours, nor should we grab it and claim
it…” seems to move in that direction. (3) I

recommend the book for graduate courses in
religious studies, theology, and pastoral
ministry, all of whom may benefit from
engagement with dimensions of the book. It also
speaks to the growing consensus that
theological reflections on interreligious themes
be grounded in friendship, history, and practice,
rather than abstract discussions of truth.
Erik Ranstrom
Temple University, Philadelphia

Reading the Hindu and Christian Classics: Why and How Deep Learning Still
Matters. By Francis X. Clooney. Charlottesville: University of Virginia
Press, 2019, xxiv + 193 pp.

FRANCIS X. CLOONEY’S Reading the Hindu and
Christian Classics, which began as a series of
lectures he gave at the University of Virginia, is
the recipient of the 2020 Best Book Award from
the Society for Hindu-Christian Studies. It is a
brief, idiosyncratic, and challenging book, one
that only a scholar of Clooney's erudition and
linguistic breadth could have written. It is also a
work that goes against the grain of current
trends in the academy. At a time when sessions
devoted to textual studies at scholarly
conferences are becoming less common,
Clooney’s book calls readers to return to a
method of slow learning and attention to textual
detail that he claims earlier Hindus and
Christians understood as central to their
respective religious traditions.
To exemplify this method of slow reading he
chooses three pairs of books, each pair
consisting of one Hindu and one Christian text.
The first pair, Mādhava’s “Garland of Jaimini’s
Reasons” (Jaiminīyanyāyamālā) and Peter
Canisius’ “Greater Catechism” (Catechismus
Maior), he classifies as “instruction.” The second
Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2020

pair of texts, Appayya Dīkṣita’s “Collection of
Right Perspectives on Our Position”
(Siddhāntaleśasaṃgraha) and Peter Lombard’s
“Sentences Articulated in Four Books”
(Sententiae in Quattuor Libris Distinctae),
represents “doctrine." The third pair,
Maṇavāḷamāmuni’s “One Hundred Linked
Verses on the Holy Word of Mouth” (Tiruvāymoli
Nurrāntāti) and Louis Grignion de Montfort’s
“Admirable Secret of the Most Holy Rosary” (Le
Secret Admirable du Très Saint Rosaire), is about
“participation.” Clooney anticipates that some
readers will find this list strange. That was my
first reaction: the logic or necessity behind these
choices eluded me. They were written from the
12th to the 18th century in four different
languages (Sanskrit, Latin, Tamil, and French).
The three texts on the Hindu side come out of
different, and arguably rival, traditions:
Mīmāṃsā, Advaita Vedānta, and Śrivaiṣṇavism.
By contrast, the three Christian texts all have
Roman Catholic authors. What is it about these
texts in particular that makes them candidates
for slow, patient reading? Could we have
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replaced these with six others? The answer is
evidently yes. For Clooney, these texts are
“gateways, portals, not ends in themselves” (p.
21).
What these texts do have in common is that
they might be described as capstones of
intellectual and devotional traditions that began
centuries earlier. This is one of the quietly
revolutionary characteristics of Reading the
Hindu and Christian Classics: it calls into question
the very definition of a "classic," exploding the
notion that there could be a settled canon for
Hindu-Christian studies. In a work with such a
title we might expect close readings of central
passages from the Bible and the Veda, or of
foundational intellectuals like Augustine and
Śaṅkara. But most Hindus and Christians, and
even many religion scholars, will have never
even heard of these six works. These are not the
normal objects of lectio divina, the Christian
practice of slow, meditative reading of scripture
that inspires Clooney. Perhaps influenced by
Paul Griffiths’ distinction between “religious
reading” and “consumerist reading,” Clooney
observes that his method of slow reading “may
ill fit the modern university, not just because we
race along by a much faster, economics-driven
pace of life, but because such learning, in
religious scholarship, entails new and possibly
unsettling thinking on the truth we study and
the truth of ourselves” (p. 56). This type of
reading might be described as an I-Thou relation
of dialogue and self-transformation, not an I-it
relation that uses the text as a diversion or a
means to career advancement.
If readers are looking for an overarching
theory of slow, religious reading and of a
universal truth that each of these six texts bears
witness to, they will not find it here. In lieu of a
global theory of religious reading, the fourth
chapter, “Reading with Wittgenstein,” offers a
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
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kind of anti-theory, as Clooney claims that “the
smoothing out ordinarily achieved by theory
can be a malady that derails proper learning” (p.
105). Part of what Clooney has in mind are
theories from the sub-discipline known as the
theology of religions, which he critiques
between the lines of this book. He takes pains to
avoid any totalizing theory about the relation
between the world’s religions, whether “a
simple and flat assertion of one-truth only” or
“an all-encompassing relativism that may
inadvertently diminish every firm and
passionate tradition” (p. 58). Wittgenstein offers
a way out for Clooney insofar as he understands
Wittgenstein to follow the path of Mādhava's
Mīmāṃsā: both eschew broad conceptual
generalizations and instead focus on the
particular, employing case-based reasoning. The
Mīmāṃsā school was also notable for its central
concern with the systematic interpretation of
the injunctions (vidhis) contained in the Vedas,
in contrast to Vedānta, which oriented itself
around Vedic statements describing a
fundamental reality.
This Mīmāṃsaka reading of Wittgenstein
reveals how the first text Clooney discusses,
Mādhava's “The Garland of Jaimini’s Reasons”
sets the tone for his project. Insistence on an
anti-theoretical method, and of patient reading
attuned to textual particularities, makes sense
in this context, but it is not a method shared by
all Hindu authors. For instance, Appayya’s
“Collection of Right Perspectives on Our
Tradition” reads as if it was written to save
intermediate students the difficulty of reading
dozens of lengthy Advaita Vedānta subcommentaries on the Brahma Sūtras. It is quick
to generalize about each of the differing
conclusions (siddhāntas) of the Vedānta subschools, often without citing a source or
explaining the process of reasoning leading up
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to the conclusion. Is Appayya engaged in slow,
patient reading, or is he himself flattening the
complexities of earlier authors’ works to create
something like an early modern textbook of
Advaita Vedānta? If the latter, this raises the
possibility that earlier religious figures
themselves sometimes had means-ends reading
habits.
It may be a mistake to get caught up too
much in any particular text discussed in this
book. Reading the Hindu and Christian Classics is
not about these six texts per se, but ultimately
about the process of reading itself, and the
proper mode of attention one should direct
toward a classic. Like the works of the
Mīmāṃsakas who inspired it, it is more
injunctive than descriptive. Clooney demands
that readers go beyond his book to undertake a
practice of slow reading on their own. But what
are the criteria for choosing a text? Must it be a
religious text at all? Could it be On the Origin of
Species or Atlas Shrugged? Leaving the
possibilities so wide open and implying that
almost any text could be a classic, even a 16th
century catalog of doctrines or 17th century
guide on how to pray the rosary, may seem an
invitation to dilettantism. There are also
obstacles of translation and language mastery,
since two of these six texts have never been
translated into English. Even reading one of

these in translation can be bewildering, given
the challenges in translating complex, culturally
embedded concepts. It is not clear whether
Clooney believes that there is one cross-cultural
mode of slow, religious reading, or whether
there are many. Cultures that were primarily or
exclusively oral tended to have a different way
of engaging with texts than those in which
literacy was widespread. For instance,
Patañjali's method of Vedic memorization and
self-recitation (svādhyāya) was not the same as
Benedict of Nursia's lectio divina, in spite of their
temporal proximity in the mid-first millennium
CE.
Judging it solely by its injunctive focus,
Reading the Hindu and Christian Classics has been a
success: it moved me to pick up a fairly obscure
16th century text and renew my own practice of
slow reading, without any definite objective
other than trying to make sense of the text's
words. Clooney’s book is an important reminder
that in times of crisis such as ours, reading a text
from a different era can be a balm for our
worries and even an opportunity for selftransformation, if we are attentive enough to let
it do its work.
Andrew J. Nicholson
State University of New York at Stony Brook

Raimon Panikkar: A Companion to His Life and Thought. Edited by Peter C.

Phan and Young-chan Ro. Cambridge: James Clarke and Co, 2018. 320 pp.
RAIMON PANIKKAR died in 2010 in his native
Tavertet, high up in the Pyrenees above
Barcelona. The son of a Hindu father and a
Spanish Catholic mother, he famously declared
that ‘I “left” as a Christian, “found myself” as a
Hindu, and “returned” as a Buddhist, without
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having ceased to be a Christian’. Not all his
sayings are so memorable, nor so doubtfully
consistent. His collected works, the Opera Omnia,
are now being published by Orbis in what is
projected to be some eighteen volumes. His
spiritual journal, The Water of the Drop (ISPCK,
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2018), edited by his devoted literary assistant
and the editor of the Opera Omnia, Milena Pavan,
adds a fascinating personal comment on his life
and thought. Now, with the welcome
publication of this companion, scholars and
theologians have a critical guide against which
to assess the work of an original genius whose
learning and vision embraced whole continents,
and provoked admiration and frustration in
equal measure.
The sixteen writers have set themselves a
daunting task. To grapple with Panikkar is
rather like entering a great forest. The cover of
the canopy is vast, the pathways never obvious,
the signposts often written in a personalised
script which the traveller must take on trust.
Yet, every now and then, one comes across a still
clearing where the light shines and a powerful
insight can be admired. Something similar can
be said for this companion. With the exceptions
of Rowan Williams’ brief but perceptive
foreword and Francis Clooney’s epilogue - more
a personal commentary on the ‘Panikkar
phenomenon’ than an assessment of the ideas
covered in the book - each contribution seeks its
own stopping place, with varying degrees of
success. There are those who prefer to employ
Panikkar’s own tools to order the forest, while
others attack the overpowering density of the
Panikkarian foliage from a variety of other
angles. As Williams says, Panikkar does not fit
easily into current categories in theology of
religions, neither the ‘old-style comparativism’
of the threefold paradigm nor the more recent
cross-religious reading of comparative
theology. Inevitably there is a degree of overlap
and repetition and one often gets the
impression of a breathless determination to
pack as much material into as a small space as
possible.
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The two sides of the Companion, ‘Life and
Thought’, provide a basic orientation. The first
part, ‘The many faces of Raimon Panikkar’, lets
the life interpret the thought. The editors
describe his ‘identity’ in terms of two words,
‘complexity and harmony’. Scare quotes like
that run through the entire text, not just
because Panikkar is notorious for his intriguing
neologisms but because, as Milena Pavan shows
in her moving account of Panikkar’s thinking
behind the evolution of the Opera Omnia project,
his entire life was spent ‘deciphering the
mystery of existence’. The sheer scope of his
philosophical interests and theological
enthusiasms, not to mention the intensity of his
personal religious quest, made for an allusive
and never finished commentary. Three essays
present Panikkar’s cross-religious inheritance,
as Christian, Hindu and Buddhist thinker, from
Joseph Prabhu, Erik Ranstrom and Michiko Yusa
respectively. These are followed by Jyri
Komulainen’s incisive essay on Panikkar ‘the
dialogical man’. Focussing on themes of
hybridity and pluralism, Komulainen concludes
that the juxtaposition of sources that creates ‘an
idiosyncratic but impressive vision of human
life’ so focusses on the anthropological
dimension that it ‘seems to have reduced human
religiosity to human experience’.
This provocative, and not unjustified,
remark nonetheless makes for an excellent
introduction to the second half: ‘foundational
themes: philosophical and theological’. Each
essay takes one of the major themes that have
occupied Panikkar throughout his life, from
myth and hermeneutics to secularity and
eschatology. Some focus on the more abstract,
philosophical side of his work, others are more
theological in intent. Some, like J Abraham Velez
de Cea on ‘hermeneutics, myth, symbol,
religious language’, look at the big foundational
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issues that Panikkar pondered throughout his
life, mapping out the major shifts in his
thinking; others, such as Francis D’Sa on Time
and History, seek to tease Panikkar’s often
allusive ideas into a more constructive yet
familiar shape. All provide helpful paths
through the rich Panikkarian terrain, not least
Peter Phan’s poignant reflection on ‘the
unpublished chapter’ of the 1989 Gifford
Lectures. Clooney calls this a fitting ‘nonending’ because its topic, ‘the survival of Being’,
takes any thinker to the very edge of what can
be thought, let alone written, into a text. Phan’s
reconstruction presents Panikkar at his most
beguiling and infuriating, hinting at resolution
while refusing to engage with an existential
question that must occupy any serious religious
person.
In different ways each writer deals explicitly
or implicitly with Panikkar’s dominating and
much-discussed
neologism,
‘the
cosmotheandric vision’. This is defined in a
useful but rambling ‘glossary of Panikkarian
terms’ as ‘the cosmic, divine and human
dimensions of all and every reality’. As Panikkar
uses it, the term often appears to collapse into a
vague philosophia perennis. Few of the responses
entirely avoid this danger, the worthiest
exceptions being Anselm Min’s lucid critique of
Panikkar’s extraordinary little book on the
Trinity and the Religious Experience of Mankind and
Leo Lefebure’s superb essay on Wisdom. Min is
appreciative of the breath-taking scale of
Panikkar’s theological imagination, but he also
makes clear that, whatever the provocative
insights gleaned from taking the Trinity as a
foundational paradigm for bringing Christianity
into a constructive dialogue with Hinduism and
Buddhism, it makes for a poor contribution to
Christian theology as such. Lefebure
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demonstrates a similar critical distance from
Panikkar’s more neo-gnostic tendencies by
reminding us that his writing was itself an act of
Wisdom,
an
ever-unfinished
religious
experience that both reached out to embrace
the Divine and found itself mysteriously
embraced by the very Silence from which it was
born.
To all his readers, the experts who are
intimately acquainted with his massive output
and the well-disposed ordinary reader intrigued
by the provocative genius of his juxtapositions,
Panikkar presents a challenge. As this
Companion amply demonstrates, his thought
cannot be appreciated without reference to his
life-story. But who was he - and where do the
eighteen volumes of the Opera Omnia fit in the
story of 20th century religious writing? Panikkar
would always insist that the observer cannot be
taken out of the ‘Rhythm of Being’ in which we
are all implicated. Serious thought, let alone
writing, always means facing the danger of
altering, and even doing violence to, the way
things are. Panikkar knew the risk had to be
taken, even if at the end of his life he became
uncharacteristically reticent. Paradoxically that
may be because his original training was not in
theology but as a scientist. He had three
doctorates. Philosophical exactness and
theological vision were of major importance for
him. But his first doctorate was in chemistry.
What never left him was the responsibility of the
scientist to act both with respect as well as
imagination towards the phenomena that make
human living, and any pursuit of wisdom,
possible.
Michael Barnes, S.J.
University of Roehampton
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Refutation of Rebirth by Roberto de Nobili, SJ. Edited and translated by
Anand Amaladass, S.J. Tiruchirappalli: Tamil Literature Society, 2019, vi
+ 231 pp.
WESTERN JESUITS in Asia in the 16th-18th
centuries took particular interest in refuting the
doctrine of rebirth (in Sanskrit, punarjanma).
Leading figures addressed the issue in
arguments and/or wrote treatises about it: in
Japan, Francis Xavier argued with Buddhist
intellectuals, and Alessandro Valignano
included a refutation in his Catechism. Similarly,
Matteo Ricci (China), Roberto de Nobili (India),
and Ippolito Desideri (Tibet) all wrote on the
topic, robustly attacking the very idea. Jean
Venance Bouchet, in a 1714 letter, steps back
and writes in French and at length about rebirth
for a Western audience. He compares the Greek
and Indian views, speculating on who borrowed
what from whom. Though he pleads that he
wants to understand all this in order to be better
able to refute it, his letter also reflects a wider
European curiosity about rebirth, distinct at
least from the project of refuting it. (See Francis
X. Clooney, Fr. Bouchet’s India, Satya Nilayam
Publications, 2005, 54-65).
De Nobili (1577-1656) wrote more amply
than most on the topic. He devoted a number of
chapters of his Treatise on the Soul
(Ātmanirṇayam) to the topic, while his later
Refutation of Rebirth (Punarjanmaksepam) is a
compact exemplar for the whole tradition of
Jesuit arguments on the matter. It is this latter
text that Anand Amaladass, SJ, ably translates
into English here for the first time. Amaladass,
Sanskrit scholar and proponent of dialogue, is
also a respected translator. I was happy two
decades ago to collaborate with him in
translating two other Tamil works of de Nobili,
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
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The Dialogue on Eternal Life (Nityacīvanacallāpam)
and the Inquiry into the Meaning of “God”
(Kaṭavuḷnirṇayam) (included in Preaching Wisdom
to the Wise, St. Louis: Institute of Jesuit Source,
2000). His translations are careful, and he gives
helpful clarifying notes, and usefully provides
the Tamil text itself in an appendix.
The basic arguments given in the Refutation
may be summarized as the following
(paraphrasing Amaladass’s introduction, 31-33):
1. The soul does not dwell temporarily in the
body as if in a house, but stands in an inherent
relationship to its human body, giving it form; 2.
souls can vivify only specifically human bodies;
3. God has reasons for the hierarchy of beings in
this world, social hierarchy is just and
necessary, and such natural goods need not be
blamed on karma; 4. rebirth as a version of
theodicy is hardly convincing, since people do
not remember previous lives, and so do not
know what they are being punished for; 5. the
Hindu texts testifying to rebirth are not
credible, and so prove nothing. What is missing
entirely from such arguments is any explicit
New Testament or creedal testimony on the
once-for-all death of Christ. This matters
because it shows the Jesuit confidence that
philosophy and theology could be distinguished
and employed separately. The fruits of the
former support the faith positions of the latter,
yet without the faith position needing to be
explicit in the rational argumentation. In the
end it will seem to the modern reader that de
Nobili and other Jesuits were not forthright
about their real faith concerns.
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Amaladass’s thorough introduction also
gives a good sense of the probable Thomistic
background, e.g., the idea that human soul and
human body relate as form and matter, a view
theorized as hylomorphism. Amaladass also
provides lengthy considerations of the “Indian
mentality” in describing Vedāntic views of the
world, noting Sāṃkhya and Nyāya arguments as
well. Parts of the introduction are, as it were,
Amaladass’s own commentary on de Nobili and
wider reflection on the theme, even using the
works of modern thinkers such as Raimon
Panikkar.
Amaladass is translating the Tamil version,
but he is also interested in the Sanskrit version
of the Refutation, as it shows us the fine-tuning
of the arguments for different, Sanskritknowing audiences. It may be, as he suggests,
that the Sanskrit is for Brahmins, but my guess
is that Brahmins were also the intended readers
even for the heavily intellectualized Tamil as
well; the Sanskrit may also be an attempt simply
to reach a wider audience beyond Tamil Nadu.
In an essay on the Sanskrit version of the text
(“An 18th Century Jesuit ‘Refutation of
Metempsychosis’ in Sanskrit,” Religions 2018,
issue 9), Gerard Colas places the Sanskrit version
later, and gives evidence for its being a
translation rather than original composition. He
does not think there is sufficient proof to show
that de Nobili wrote or translated the Tamil into
Sanskrit. In any case, more study of the versions
of the Refutation in different languages will give
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us a better sense of the Jesuits’ pragmatic re-use
of ideas and texts to suit different audiences.
So, what then to make of this tradition of
Jesuit refutations of rebirth? While situating the
treatise in wider contexts, both Indian and
Western, Amaladass remains largely neutral on
the matter. He does venture a comparison, that
the “will of God” serves as a Christian way to
explain evil as a mode of divine punishment,
whereas by karma theory and rebirth, Hindus
tend to blame each person for her or his bad
fortune in life. He also recommends that
Christians learn from thinking about rebirth: “In
Christianity there is an exaggerated awareness
of sin and threat of punishment of hell fire and
that led to the extreme reaction of rejecting
morality itself. So Indian karma concept could
act as counter-culture attitude or corrective to
this notion.” (46) For an extended effort to
engage the issues substantively from both Hindu
and Christian perspectives, see Religions 2018,
issue 9. On the whole, I think we need be both
relieved and regretful that the age of such
arguments is largely over. Relieved because we
are more civil, more appreciative and able to
hear views different from our own, and Jesuits
too prefer to seek the truth even in the most
different of worldviews; and regretful, because
we have a diminishing capacity to make rational
and arguable defenses of our faith positions,
Hindu or Christian.
Francis X. Clooney, SJ
Harvard University

107

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 33 [2020], Art. 21

Book Reviews 105

In Dialogue with Classical Indian Traditions: Encounter, Transformation and
Interpretation. Edited by Brian Black and Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad.
London and New York: Routledge Press, 2019. 281 + xiv pp.
THE sixth volume in Routledge’s “Dialogues in
South Asian Traditions” series, In Dialogue with
Classical Indian Traditions brings together 13
essays that explore practices of dialogue in
classical Hindu, Buddhist and Jain texts. Edited
by two co-editors of the wider series, the
collection originated as a 2017 symposium at the
University of Lancaster and, according to Black
and Ram-Prasad, it is “very much a product of
the conversations” (p. 3) that took place at the
symposium.
The volume is divided into three major
sections, each of which takes up some aspect of
dialogue from a structural perspective. The first
section, entitled “encounter,” offers a kind of
taxonomy of dialogic relations in classical
Indian traditions, with chapters on the textual
dialogues of the rival Vedāntas of Śaṅkara and
Vedānta Deśika by J.G. Suthren Hirst and Elisa
Freschi, respectively; on the skilful deployment
of words and embodied signs by “solitary
Buddhas” (paccekabuddhas), by Naomi Appleton;
and on Upaniṣadic and Buddhist narratives of
“plurilogue” (p. 85) with multiple interlocutors
in the courts of kings, by Black and Jessica
Frazier. A second section shifts from the
practice of dialogue to its intended result: one or
another form of “transformation.” Examples
include gnoseological liberation in the
Yogavāsiṣṭha in a chapter by James Madaio, Lynn
Thomas’s account of the literal transformation
of a snake back into human form through
dialogue in the Mahābhārata, Monika KirloskarSteinbach’s analysis of female agency and
empowerment through bhakti devotion in the
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol33/iss1/21
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1780

Vārkarī tradition of Maharashtra, and three
overlapping narratives of one legendary ruler’s
conversion to Jain dharma, in Jonathan Geen’s
straightforwardly titled “Convincing the King.”
The first two sections focus on narrative and
discursive dialogue in these classical traditions;
the final section traces the continuing layers of
dialogical “interpretation” across these
traditions, either within the texts themselves, as
in chapters on the Mahābhārata by Bruce M.
Sullivan and James M. Hegerty and on the
Rāmāyana by Ram-Prasad, or diachronically, as
in Maria Heim’s exposition of Buddhaghosa’s
scriptural theory and its application to
dialogues with the Buddha in the sutta
literature. Black and Ram-Prasad’s introduction
is very helpful in drawing out interconnections
among the chapters, first in relation to the
theme of each section and then in relation to
several leitmotifs that they discern across the
volume as a whole: “ethics,” “politics” and
“religion.” In an afterword, the third
“Dialogues” series co-editor, Laurie Patton,
makes further connections to the broader
questions that motivate the series. These
framing discussions are excellent. They not only
lend a greater sense of unity to this particular
essay collection, but they also provide a rare
sense of the publication series itself as a
coherent, sustained and cumulative intellectual
project.
Like most edited collections, the quality of
essays in this volume—though generally quite
high—does vary a bit, and most readers will
engage them selectively, in accord with their
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areas of specialty. For readers of this journal, it
may be useful to note that the “Dialogues” series
is inspired in part by a desire, expressed by
Amartya Sen, to retrieve indigenous traditions
of inter- and intrareligious dialogue, discussion
and argument as resources to resist monological
absolutism in our contemporary context. Thus,
several essays in this collection make explicit
applications of their classical subjects to present
conversations and concerns. Black establishes a
model for such engagement in the first chapter
of the volume, “Sources of Indian Secularism?”
in which he draws wisdom from two dialogues
between sages and kings—the encounters of
Yājñavalkya and Janaka, in the Bṛhadāraṇyaka
Upaniṣad, and the Buddha and Ajātasattu, in the
Dīgha Nikāya—to engage the proposals of Sen,
Ashis Nandy and Rajeev Bhargava. Narrower but
also more substantive are Frazier’s deployment
of the philosophy of C.S. Peirce to characterise
the Upaniṣadic plurilogues as a form of
“abductive inference” (p. 87), Lynn Thomas’s
discovery in the Mahābhārata of a relational
model of common humanity that both reaffirms
and refines international human rights
discourse, and Ram-Prasad’s dialogue with
classical Christology to propose a new, two-fold
reading of the Vālin-Rāma debate in terms of
both subaltern moral challenge and devotional
surrender. The title of the collection speaks not
of dialogue in classical traditions, but of dialogue
with these traditions, and such constructive,
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contemporary dialogues we witness aplenty in
its pages.
Still other contributors do not directly
engage contemporary theory, but write in trust
that, for example, Vedānta Deśika’s practice of
“dialogue aiming at the establishment of truth”
rather than defeat of an opponent (p. 73) or
Buddhaghosa’s account of the revelatory
surplus of scripture possess an intrinsic
relevance in the present day. Indeed, both this
volume and the series can be read as a kind of
hopeful testimony, in an era of deep
polarization, that reasoned encounters across
boundaries of difference are possible, that
dialogue can lead to real transformation, and
that many such transformative exchanges
continue to reverberate and expand through
their continued (re)interpretation, right up to
the here and now. In that sense, though the
volume cannot be properly regarded as a
contribution to the field Hindu-Christian
Studies (with the possible exception of RamPrasad’s chapter), it nevertheless speaks
directly to the Society and its scholarly mission.
It belongs in every academic library, and could
be used fruitfully—in whole or in part—in
graduate and advanced undergraduate
classrooms in the fields of South Asian Studies,
comparative religion or moral philosophy.
Reid B. Locklin
St. Michael’s College, University of Toronto
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The Society for Hindu-Christian Studies

THE Society, founded in November 1994, is dedicated to the study of Hinduism and Christianity
and their interrelationship. It seeks to create a forum for the presentation of historical research
and studies of contemporary practice, for the fostering of dialogue and interreligious
conversation, carried forward in a spirit of openness, respect, and true inquiry. Its scope
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